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  ABSTRACT 
 
 
The Ebb and Flow of a Dublin Methodist Congregation Implementing Missional 
Imagination 
Julian Hamilton 
Doctor of Ministry 
School of Theology, Fuller Theological Seminary 
2015 
 
This doctoral project focuses on cultural shifts that have taken place in the 
congregation of Dundrum Methodist Church, South Dublin, over the past two years. 
During this time I led the congregation to engage in the missional change process, 
developed by Alan J. Roxburgh.1 The initial learning from that time is summarized in this 
project. In line with requirements, I created a Guiding Team for the process and led this 
team through its initial stages up to and including feedback seminars for the church 
council and the whole congregation.  
Toward the end of 2012, movement in the process slowed. There are two primary 
reasons for this. Firstly, I had failed to adequately understand desire for haste in the 
church, leading to a curbing of initial enthusiasm and lack of deliverable results. 
Secondly, my personal change in circumstance; the missional change process requires 
“hanging in the neighbourhood,” and this became impossible after personal changes.   
Upon returning to Dundrum Methodist Church one year after I had left in 
2012, I noted action had taken place which, if perceived through a missional 
hermeneutic, showed definite progress on a missional journey. It is this progress, 
and how it came to pass, that forms the substantive aspect of this project. A second 
substantive part of the project is the development of small experiments within the 
congregation, together with an assessment of how those experiments have 
developed, or provided learning opportunities. In order to appropriately assess the 
journey of Dundrum Methodist Church, the following methods and frameworks 
have been used: appreciative inquiry; qualitative techniques to assess changing 
culture within the congregation; action-reflection; and a small amount of 
quantitative data. 
 
Theological Mentor: Alan J. Roxburgh PhD, DMin 
 
Word Count: 281 
 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1 Alan J Roxburgh and M Scott Boren, Introducing the Missional Church: What It Is, Why 
It Matters, How to Become One (Grand Rapids: Baker, 2009). 
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1 
INTRODUCTION 
 
This project outlines the learning from one missional experiment, by one small 
group of people, in one church, in one city, on one island. The writing is highly 
contextual and local. The complexity of late modernity is amply demonstrated in this 
writing as in happenstance the journey toward the experiment and the surrounding 
narratives provide more for reflection than does the experiment itself.1  
Section One describes the context of the project.  Section Two frames the 
experiment, describing how it evolved and naming the activities and narratives within it. 
Section Three describes the qualitative research learning from seventeen interviews 
within the church. Section Four provides theological reflection and recommendations 
based on the project as a whole. It is important to note that although theological reflection 
is named as belonging in Section Four, it is in fact present through the whole writing, 
generating a framework of constant theological evaluation and re-evaluation.  
Five years ago I balked against Heifetz and Linsky’s concept of an adaptive 
challenge.2 Their romantic notion of real leadership as a dogfight where leaders will 
always live dangerously left me less than inspired. Central to this dis-ease is context. I am 
a Northern Irish adult, with dual British and Irish citizenship, living in the Republic of 
Ireland. I am deeply imbedded in a culture of division and disruption. The first twenty-
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1 By using the term modernity I am referring to the post-medieval period in history that runs to the 
early twentieth century, and related sociological economic and scientific developments. 
 
2 Ronald and Linsky Heifetz, Marty, Leadership on the Line (Boston: Harvard School of Business, 
2002). 
2 
two years of my life were lived in the midst of “the Troubles.”3 North American-based 
flowery language of leadership “against the odds,” where one’s very reputation and 
stability of tenure would be at stake, did not draw me into a new world of possibility.  
Of particular unease was the oft-repeated challenge to “get on to the balcony.”4 
To me the analogy was one of superiority. It seemed to me that a missionary God models 
incarnational leadership. John Franke, in his book, The Character of Theology, writes, 
“The culture-specific nature of divine truth arises directly out of the doctrine of the 
incarnation, with its reminder that the Word became flesh in a specific cultural context.”5 
However, as can happen with a missionary God who travails in ways unsuspected, I did 
have a “light-bulb moment.” While sitting high up in the 02 Arena, Dublin, thoroughly 
enjoying the nostalgia of a Meat Loaf concert, I became aware of security men walking 
through the crowd below me, approaching a woman who was camped on the shoulders of 
man. I smiled to myself as I could see what was about to happen—and she could not. 
From my position “on the balcony,” I watched the inevitable confrontation, where 
security moved upon unsuspecting patrons engaged in activity that was obstructive to 
others present (but about which no one else was prepared to act) and bring the matter to a 
swift conclusion. From “the balcony” I witnessed the problem, recognised the issues, and 
envisioned all that was about to take place. I smiled as it struck me: “Maybe the view 
from the balcony has some advantages.”  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
3 “The Troubles” is a term that is widely used to refer to the ethno-socio-political conflict 
centered in Northern Ireland from between c. 1968 and c. 1995.  	  
4 Heifetz and Linsky, Leadership on the Line, 51-73. 
 
5 John Franke, The Character of Theology (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker, 2005), 91. 
3 
In many ways it is a trivial example, but in an important way the light went on for 
my appreciation of getting onto the balcony. The ideas of Heifetz and Linsky began to 
take root at a deeper level. I no longer see it as a North American romanticism that, “You 
appear dangerous to people when you question their values, beliefs, or habits of a lifetime. 
You place yourself on the line when you tell people what they need to hear rather than 
what they want to hear.”6 The realities expressed in Leadership on the Line have become 
my lived experience through much of this study.  
 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
6 Heifetz and Linsky, Leadership on the Line, 12. 
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CHAPTER 1 
ADAPTIVE CHALLENGE IN THE CONTEXT OF MINISTRY 
 
The theory of adaptive change lies at the heart of my learning over the last five 
years. Understanding what makes a particular challenge adaptive is central to the 
progressive developmental leadership I desire to cultivate. While self-understanding in 
development is vital, it follows that the change which happens within groups as they meet 
adaptive challenges is even deeper and more profound. Before extrapolating the specific 
challenges of the leaders and Guiding Team at Dundrum Methodist Church (hereafter, 
DMC), it is worth discussing Heifetz and Linsky in more detail. They clarify,  
Every day people have problems for which they do in fact have the necessary 
know-how and procedures. We call these technical problems. But there is a whole 
host of problems that are not amenable to authoritative expertise or standard 
operating procedures. They cannot be solved by someone who provides answers 
from on high. We call these adaptive changes because they require experiments, 
new discoveries, and adjustments from numerous places in the organization or 
community. Without learning new ways – changing attitudes, values, and 
behaviours – people cannot make the adaptive leap necessary to thrive in the new 
environment. The sustainability of change depends on having the people with the 
problem internalize the change itself.1 
 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1 Ibid., 13.  
5 
Sharon Daloz Parks, in her book, Leadership Can Be Taught, writes, “A vital feature of 
the practice of adaptive leadership is the capacity to take corrective action.”2 I have 
experienced several shifts in direction concerning this project, and have learned first-hand 
the delicate, humbling practice of constant corrective action. Since this academic work 
began, I have (with direct correlation to this work) been a chaplain, a second minister in a 
city-centre congregation, an external facilitator, a workshop leader, a Bible study 
organizer, a pioneer-minister, a coach, and an “advocate on the board.” In all of this I 
have experienced dead ends and frustration, as well as movement and enlightenment. 
Heifetz and Linsky write, “What makes a problem technical is not that it is trivial; but 
simply that its solution already lies within the organization’s repertoire.”3 In relation to 
the experiences I have just outlined, the implications of this quote pushed me to 
recognize that I was using maximum effort to keep the all the balls in the air. I had begun 
to understand adaptively, but I was acting more technically. In an attempt to please others, 
and in the midst of institutional status quo, I was simply working harder to maintain 
chaos rather than reflecting and recognizing deeper issues.  
I have been able to recognize the truth of Mark Lau Branson’s observation that a 
leader will “attend to discomfort—in yourself and others.”4 Previously I wrote, “The 
primary leadership challenge that emerges from this reflection is that of listening: 
Listening to God, listening to others, listening to the church, and listening to the culture 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
2 Sharon Daloz Parks, Leadership Can Be Taught: A Bold Approach for a Complex World 
(Boston: Harvard Business School Publishing Company, 2005), 76. 
 
3 Heifetz and Linsky, Leadership on the Line, 18. 
 
4 Mark Lau Branson and Juan F. Martinez, Churches, Cultures, and Leadership: A Practical 
Theology of Congregations and Ethnicities (Downers Grove, IL: IVP Academic, 2011), 220. 
6 
in which I participate.”5 I took this challenge seriously, most significantly engaging a 
spiritual director who, over the course of the last three years, has enabled me to ask 
deeper questions of myself, God, and those around me. While not always rewarding or 
comforting, it has been worthwhile.  
Personally, this discomfort of leadership has led me to feel like the stakes are high, 
especially in terms of moving in my reflection from objectivism to subjectivism,6 which 
challenges my preconceived notions of self. I have, indeed, had to step “onto the balcony.” 
In doing so I have begun to properly recognise that, missiologically, my leadership is not 
primarily about me but God. This is my paradigm shift, and it feeds directly into how I 
have observed and reflected upon the work of the Guiding Team at DMC. 
 
Ministry Challenges 
Implementing the missional change process has not been easy.7 Structural 
inhibitors within Irish Methodism required that permission be sought to carry out the 
DMin work within a Methodist context. I initially approached the minister in Dublin 
Central Mission/Abbey Street Methodist Church (hereafter, DCM), where I was a second 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
5 Julian Hamilton, Year 1 Final Paper: Socio-Cultural Context and Learning: How Will I Develop 
the Leadership Competencies Needed for My Church/Organization in This Missional Context? (Fuller 
Seminary, CA, 2011), 14. 
 
6 By “moving from objectivism to subjectivism,” I mean the wrenching of a narrative from 
having self at the objective centre (where everything has meaning through how it relates to me), to a 
more subjective worldview, where the decentralizing of self allows wider patterns and frameworks 
of meaning to open up wider knowledge and experience. In terms of this study, the writing of Parker 
Palmer has been particularly significant in this shift. See Parker Palmer, To Know as We Are Known 
(San Francisco: HarperSanFrancisco, 1993), 	  
7 The missional change process is outlined most clearly and specifically in Roxburgh and Boren, 
and will be outlined fully later in this writing. 
7 
minister, but was told that it would be inappropriate to carry out the work there.8 A 
Methodist “Fresh Expression” developed as a possibility, but I was informed that leaders 
in that ministry did not deem the missional change process appropriate for their context. I 
felt trapped.9 It seemed like an adaptive challenge, and as a resourceful person by nature, 
I was determined to find a way through.  
Part of my default reflection was to take the rejection personally. I assumed, 
“People must not trust me; therefore they would not trust me with their flocks.” Further 
balcony work (over time) allowed me to step out from myself to recognise the depth of 
challenge faced by those in leadership at DCM and the Fresh Expression movement. Both 
expressions had their own plans. In DCM it was a long-term building plan. In this 
scenario it was deemed that missional engagement would detract the congregation from 
the current focus—an underlying assumption being that the congregation had resources 
and appetite for one major program at a time. In the Fresh Expression setting, the leaders 
explained they were already implementing a similar process—the underlying assumption 
being “we already know this.” Both of these assumptions could be correct or incorrect. 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
8 The superintendent minister of DCM explained that it would be inappropriate to carry out a 
process of missional imagination at that time for the following reasons. First, DCM was primarily still an 
evolving congregation that had found a strange “stability in its transience.” The nature of the congregation 
at the time meant that there was a natural flow of membership, which he believed would make a missional 
imagination project difficult. It was also relevant that I could be leaving in two years, and the 
superintendent minister leaving in three or four years. Hence the long-term advantage of a missional 
imagination work like this was questionable. (Both of these predictions concerning timeline proved to be 
correct.) Second, the congregation was about to embark on a major building scheme, during which stability 
would be required. Third, the time needed to take the process seriously at DCM was considered a real issue, 
both for my working schedule and for the members of the congregation who would potentially be involved 
in helping to lead the change through. A lack of exposure in the congregation would be a real difficulty. 
(During this time my exposure amongst the congregation changed from being one half of my time to being 
one third of my time.) Fourth, it would be very disadvantageous to begin a process which may be “doomed 
to difficulties” both for the congregation and for me, as it seemed too much would be required of both 
parties. 
 
9 The Methodist Church in Britain, “Fresh Expressions,” http://www.methodist.org.uk/ 
mission/fresh-expressions (accessed 4th November 2014). 
8 
Much more important is that the assumptions were perceived to be true by those making 
the decisions. 
The negative response demonstrates a guard against the unknown. Reasons for 
rejecting the process are likely not primarily related to their feelings about me as a person. 
Rather, it is more likely that the negative responses demonstrate uncertainty on their part 
towards the process itself, and how the process relates to an unknown future. For example, 
the leaders of DCM and Fresh Expression may have felt threatened by processes of 
genuine fresh engagement that endeavour to ask a new set of questions. Uncertainty 
breeds nervousness. I had not envisaged both of the above churches saying no to the 
process. The disappointment led to my defensive reaction and my sense of being held 
captive to Methodist systems.  
After considering next steps, I tentatively approached the minister of DMC and 
explained the rationale. He was immediately supportive and affirming, and within three 
weeks the wheels were in motion. A new chapter of working with DMC as an external 
accompanist in a missional change process commenced.  
It is often only in hindsight that one can see the path trod. In the midst of 
confusion and blind alleys, I always believed there was a way through. This demonstrates 
my previous limited understanding of adaptive challenge. I understood it to be a tough 
challenge—where teamwork, external assistance, widening of knowledge base, and 
growth of new skills would be enable me to “lead.” Hence, I understood the struggle to 
continue in this study to be an adaptive challenge. At one moment, I thought this 
doctorate was over. However, I had simply faced a difficult technical trial rather than an 
9 
adaptive one. Pieces to a jigsaw existed, and I sought new ways to put the jigsaw together, 
which I did.10 
After I had walked with DMC for twelve months, I began to understand that I was 
living through a much deeper adaptive challenge than I had recognized: my interaction 
with the church. The task was not, as I had initially thought, facilitating a successful 
process. The task was the cultivation of a whole new ecclesiology. On reflection, the 
significant adaptive learning that I went through took a substantial amount of time and 
energy. I would have been better served to recognize the same would be true for the 
congregation. I had not given this due consideration at the start of the process. Cultivation 
takes time.   
 The real adaptive challenge I faced at DMC was how to enrich the ground for new 
seeds that recognise God as the primary active agent of missional transformation in the 
world—not one’s own energy and strategy. To grow a missional imagination at DMC is 
to “bind back” the Spirit of God in ways that open the door for a new ecclesiology.11 In 
this new ecclesiology, attentiveness to the activity of God defines every decision. In this 
context, the question, “What is God up to around here?” has become a natural practice for 
people because they have internalized the capacity to attend to God’s presence in their 
community, joining God in the transformation of the world.  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
10 While it is outside the remit of this writing, my reflections on the systemic adaptive 
challenges faced by our Connexion are able to be shared with the Purpose and Leadership Group 
(hereafter, PLG) of our Church. While this sharing is relationally based, and primarily happens 
during meetings of the PLG, I have been given the opportunity within the last year to facilitate a 
workshop for the PLG on adaptive versus technical challenges. This allows me to bring issues to the 
table and provoke wider discussions. 
 
11 “To bind back” is the original meaning of the word “religion,” which comes from the Latin 
religare. See John Powell SJ, Why Am I Afraid to Love?: Overcoming Rejection and Indifference (New 
York: Thomas More Press, 1990). 
10 
The Framing Context 
My own cultural specifics relate to how I understand and carry out my ministry. 
As an ordained minister of the Methodist Church in Ireland, I am subject to the itinerant 
stationing system. In June 2008 Conference sent me to Dublin to work half-time at DCM 
and half-time as the Methodist and Presbyterian chaplain to Trinity College Dublin 
(hereafter, TCD). DCM is a vibrant, multi-cultural congregation which has doubled in 
size during the past few years.12 With a regular gathered congregation of 150 to 170, and 
more than twenty nationalities represented on any given Sunday, DCM reverses the trend 
for Irish Methodist inner-city churches.13 It is traditional without being staid, engaging in 
a wide variety of liturgical styles in music, preaching, and teaching.  
As student chaplain at TCD, part of a fully ecumenical chaplaincy team, I engage 
in a wide variety of activities.14 These include organising the liturgy for official college 
services,15 running foreign trips,16 dealing with student deaths, counselling students, and 
advocating for students. It is a very different work experience from that at DCM. 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
12 John Stephens, “Developing a Multi-Ethnic Congregation and New Ministries in Dublin's 
Changing City Centre Context” (DMin diss., Fuller Theological Seminary, 2004), 2. 
 
13 John Stephens, "Making Sense of Our Census," The Methodist Newsletter, November 2010.  
 
14 The Ecumenical Chaplaincy at TCD consists of two Roman Catholic priests, one Anglican 
priest, and me. In the first five years of my work in the chaplaincy alluded to above, I was joint Methodist 
and Presbyterian chaplain.  
 
15 The Ecumenical Chaplaincy at TCD hosts four major services/events for the entire college 
community every year: the welcome service, the carol service, the Trinity Monday service, and the annual 
chaplaincy lecture. These are highly liturgical in nature and are seen to align TCD with its roots as an 
Anglican religious institution.  
 
16 Since arriving at TCD six years ago, I have taken students to Palestine twice, to Ibiza, Spain 
twice, to South Africa, and this year I will take students to prayer gatherings in Taize for the third time. 
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Many who completed the Pastor/Leader360 questionnaire acknowledged the 
ubiquitous nature of the dual roles I hold.17 One person wrote, “The two-fold nature of 
his brief in Dublin makes it difficult to focus on one community. The scores above relate 
to his work as a chaplain who has little opportunity to bring the life of the local Church to 
the University.”18 From the start, and throughout the entire length of this study, I have 
been living a fragmented vocational existence. This fragmentation needs to be an 
authentic part of my reflection. As an ordained Irish Methodist minister, I promised at 
ordination to “go where I am sent.” Obedience is built into the system from the start. My 
adherence to it demonstrates my commitment to and respect for the institution, as well as 
a deep belief that the only way to change a culture is to be in the middle of it.19  
In the spring of 2013, after eighteen months of discussion by those responsible for 
my role as chaplain, my position shifted significantly. Due to a lack of funding, my 
chaplaincy role was made half-time. At the same time my work at DCM came to a 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
17 The Pastor/Leader360 questionnaire is a questionnaire developed by the Missional Network. It 
is designed to help those completing it understand the nature of adaptive change, the leadership required for 
adaptive change, and their own preferences and abilities in line with what is required for effective change 
leadership. 
 
18 The Missional Network, Pastorleader 360 Report for Julian Hamilton (Vancouver, 2010).  
 
19 As well as the local leadership required from our system, it is also the expectation that every 
Methodist minister will fulfil “Connexional” responsibilities, which are tasks related to the Methodist 
Church in Ireland as a whole. With only 120 Methodist ministers in Ireland, these clergy members must 
step up to keep the wheels of institution moving. My responsibilities for the wider Methodist Church in 
Ireland over the last six years include being a trustee of the Pension Fund, a member of Methodist 
Conference and General Committee (the decision-making body between the conferences), and district co-
ordinator of youth ministry in the Dublin area. I am a member of the Purpose and Leadership Group that 
aims to create and resource renewal within the church. I am also duty bound, by Methodist Church 
discipline, to attend our synods and clergy gatherings. As a representative of the Methodist Church in civic 
and ecumenical bodies, I have been a member of the Dublin Council of Churches, the Irish Council of 
Christians and Jews, the Dublin Inter-faith forum, and various working groups connected to these bodies. 
Most of these roles and responsibilities come from being “elected,” often unopposed, as many ministers are 
not expansive in putting themselves forward for Connexional responsibilities. Although it is expected, 
many ministers simply do not step into these roles, preferring (understandably) to concentrate on their own 
patch.  
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natural end. I was invited to continue in the chaplaincy on a half-time basis, without the 
use of a manse.20 This involved moving out my home into a one-bedroom apartment in 
the midst of students at Trinity Hall21 and securing other means of income.22 This led to 
me becoming the first full-time ordained Methodist minister in Ireland to be stationed 
half-time.  
I was experiencing forced transition, unexpected and unwelcome change, and I 
felt at the behest of the system. All of this occurred while being told I was doing good 
ministry. These circumstances create the walls in which this study is formed. In some 
ways, they provide empathy for those engaging in the experiment to be outlined. The 
theories of dislocation, discontinuous change, and adaptive challenge have not been 
learned through the pages of a book; they have been my personal lived experience. 
Learning to live in, through, and from these circumstances—by experiments, 
relationships, and authentic reflection—provides my own appreciation of adaptive 
challenge and brings a living empathy to the human experiences of change.  
In summary, throughout the course of this study I have been ministering within a 
variety of contexts and systems. In order to address the task outlined, I deemed it 
incumbent to fully attend to all the contexts within which I function. This proved 
impossible, as the communities in which I was ministering—DCM and TCD—were not 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
20 “Invited” is a short-hand way to say that I was put through the process of applying for my own 
job—with no one else applying—and asked by one senior churchman if I would “swallow this bitter pill” in 
order to stay in ministry amongst students in Dublin. The changes in circumstances and resources have 
been very significant.  
 
21 Trinity Hall is the central accommodation campus for students, situated in South Dublin, fifteen 
minutes from TCD in the city centre.  
 
22 The terms of this additional income would need to be agreed to by the Methodist 
Conference. 
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available for the missional change process to be implemented.23 An attempt to engage the 
process in a Fresh Expression also failed. I was therefore forced to adapt my thinking and 
move toward the facilitation of an external church as per the requirements of this study. 
Chapter 2 will outline this journey in detail.  
The disjointed nature of my vocational life reflects well the complexity of late 
modernity, where liminality imparts a sense that we are in a time of deep social and 
technological discontinuity.24 This “discontinuous change is disruptive and unanticipated, 
and creates situations that challenge our assumptions.”25 It is only in reflection from the 
experiment carried out that the disruptive and unanticipated transitions in my vocational 
existence come into full view, and how they pushed me toward deeper reflections on 
cultural shift and leadership. 
A central thought has been the consequences of God’s agency being the central 
tenet of missional theology. My own experience of wrestling with the question, “What is 
God up to and how can I join in?” is an ever-present dynamic. In particular, the question 
has been, “If God is present and active, building his Kingdom reign, then what is God 
doing and where, especially when structural inhibitors, traditionalism, and fear of 
working ‘outside the box’ are in evidence amongst the community with which I live and 
work?”  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
23 My immediate intuitive reaction to creating a missional change process in the context of 
chaplaincy was negative. The highly transient nature of the university, the ecumenical nature of the 
liturgical aspects to the role, and the lack of a gathered established ecclesiological expression did not lend 
itself to a change process. On the contrary, however, it has proven to be appropriate and helpful to engage 
Christian students in a missional imagination process.  
 
24 Manuel Castells, The Rise of the Network Society, 2nd ed., vol. 1 (Malden, MA: Wiley-Blackwell, 
2000), xxxi-xxxviii. 
 
25 Fred Romanuk and Alan J. Roxburgh, The Missional Leader: Equipping Your Church to Reach 
a Changing World (San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 2006), 7. 
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The fact that God is the active agent in deep transformation does not mean that he 
is a psychologist or life coach, drawing me toward self understanding. I have discovered 
my own insecurities are brought into the frame when I allude to my traditions in a way 
that causes tension; my own ego joins the picture when I claim to be the purveyor of a 
new imagination; my own abilities are placed front and centre when I am advocating 
deep reflection on my own denomination. The concern here is that all of these questions 
keep me focused on me and us, not on God as the central character of innovation and 
change. A deep trust that God really is active and present is the constant awareness I need 
to expand in the midst of the described disruption. 
 
Specifics of DMC 
During Appreciative Inquiry interviews, when members of the Guiding Team of 
DMC engaged in congregational and neighbourhood interviews, one older gentleman 
living in the small housing estate opposite the church was heard to mutter, “That’s a 
church? I thought it was a local power station!” While the relaying of this encounter 
brought a light-hearted response from the Guiding Team—along with jokes about the 
church being a “Holy Spirit power station”—this gentleman’s bemused response invoked 
a level of realism. The group found it hard to comprehend that someone living close to 
the church would be so mistaken as to their very presence. It took several minutes for 
someone to voice this sadness, but once voiced, it was greeted with empathy and 
despondency. It was a moment of realization for several people in the room. The reality 
was stark—a disjointed, dislocated, discontinuous world at the end of Christendom, in 
which folks living across the road did not even know the church was a church.  
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Having said this, there is an understanding as to why, physically, the neighbour 
may have observed the building in such a dismissive way. It is in fact an unremarkable 
building, inside and outside. The internal observations of DMC are worth stating here as 
they explain more about the church itself and its relationship with its community. 
Built in the late 1970s in response to the growing suburban sprawl of South 
Dublin, the building reflects the desire of the 1970s that church buildings to be multi-
purpose. At different times in the year, the sanctuary will be transformed from a Sunday 
gathering worship space to a BBQ lunch café, from an ordered meeting area with straight 
rows of seats to a children’s adventure island for summer kids’ camp, from a karate dojo 
to a 24-7 sacred prayer instalment. 
A visitor enters the church by going through the main doors and following to the 
left. By walking to the right, one climbs a few steps into the meeting rooms of the 
building. Ahead is a door to the kitchen, which has a hatch that opens into the sanctuary. 
This hatch is perhaps the best-used physical feature at DMC. After every early Sunday 
morning service, before a second service starts, tea and coffee are served. On several 
occasions during my sojourn with DMC, lunches have taken place after the Sunday 
services, and the kitchen facilities are at full stretch, heating, serving, and cleaning up the 
lunch. These two activities—drinking tea and eating together—are central to how DMC 
operates within itself. This nod toward genuine hospitality is an important factor in the 
experiment that developed. Theologizing the role of the kitchen hatch in the life of DMC 
has been an important part in cultivating the seeds of a new imagination.  
Moving out from the sanctuary, the “meeting room area” at the opposite end of 
the building contains one long room that has the ability through sliding screens to become 
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two separate rooms. It is full of Sunday school drawings, children’s chairs, and small 
tables. Medium-sized windows provide good light, but are too high to enjoy a view of the 
grass banks outside the church. One corner contains a stack of adult chairs, and two 
stackable tables—a nod toward the multi-functionality of this building. Across the 
corridor from this long room is the largest single room of the set. High and spacious the 
corners contain a folded up table-tennis table, a covered pool table, stacked adult chairs, 
and wooden staging. Again, this space is chameleon, used for everything from 
community bridge club to Girl Guide marching competitions.  
At the far end the corridor, walking away from the sanctuary, is another kitchen, 
this time with hatches leading into the committee rooms on either side of it. The bigger 
room is used for the important meetings and business of the church. Carpeted and always 
warm, it is a pleasant, professional, and proficient-feeling room. Across the corridor is 
the smaller meeting room, which contains easy chairs and two sofas. Carpeted, warm, 
painted in soft orange, it is a room where relaxed conversations can happen easily. It is 
primarily used for prayer meetings and church council sub-committee meetings. 
Consequently, it is where the Guiding Team held its meetings. Meeting in this room 
brought a comfort that aided conversation and encouraged participation. Somehow it was 
difficult to be confrontational in this space.  
The notion of how important the physical nature of a church is can be 
demonstrated at DMC by contrasting the ease and comfort of the back meeting room with 
the awkward nature of the main sanctuary with its warehouse, multi-purpose style. The 
chairs in the sanctuary are stackable, and are placed, removed, replaced, and removed 
most days. At the front—and pushed toward the walls except on Sunday mornings—are a 
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communion table, covered in light blue safety cloth, and a pulpit and lectern, also 
covered in matching safety cloths. As one gazes toward the front, on the right is a piano 
and a moveable organ, and on the left are three small platforms containing a drum kit 
keyboard and sound equipment. The warehouse feel is exacerbated during the week when 
white moveable panels on wheels are placed around this small staging area so as to keep 
children and other users away from the musical equipment.  
The outstanding visualization in the church is a twenty-foot-long banner of five 
loaves and two fish. Hanging on the front wall, facing the congregation, its predominant 
colour is brown. This banner has not been changed in over twenty-five years. 
The logistical realities of the physical church building at DMC are constantly 
moving and removing. Yet many in the congregation have not demonstrated the inherent 
tractability of the building. In his book, Resourcing Renewal: Shaping Churches for the 
Emerging Future, Martyn Atkins writes, “The priority of ‘people’ rather than ‘property’ 
is now deeply rooted in much contemporary church thinking and is a topic of 
considerable missional significance.”26 DMC demonstrates on paper a highly flexible 
physicality as a church, and in one sense it is. The community engagement coordinator at 
DMC recently reported that 1,279 people were coming through the doors into the church 
building on a weekly basis.27 Mothers and toddlers groups, bridge clubs, Weight 
Watchers groups, martial arts classes, bowling clubs, dance and fitness classes are just a 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
26 Martyn Atkins, Resourcing Renewal: Shaping Churches for the Emerging Future (London: 
Epworth Press, 2010), 135. 
 
27 The numbers the community engagement coordinator quoted are as follows: regular weekly 
church bookings (44); once-off bookings for January (16); number of regular timed programmes for the 
heating system (80); people using the building each week from our regular bookings (854); people using 
the building from once-off bookings this past week (275); people who attend church on an average Sunday 
morning (150); total number of people who come through the church doors weekly (1279). 
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few of the many community activities which take place in the building. The community 
engagement coordinator’s considered response to this observation was, “DMC is an 
absolute HIVE of community activity during the week, and from what I now see, first 
hand, God.Is.At.Work!!!!”28  
This physical context is seen by the church as being welcoming to the community, 
adaptable, and extant for those who need it. Yet is also speaks of perseverance and 
attractionality. Keeping the premises usable for outside groups is a high value (as it adds 
value to the church finances through hire fees), but little real thought has been given to 
the interior décor. Physically, it is neither a well-formed church nor a quality community 
center. It strives to be both, and questionably misses both targets. 
An important reflection the church is beginning to ask regarding the 1279 people 
on the church campus each week is whether these individuals are connected to the 
worshipping congregation in any way. Atkins provides further fuel for thought: 
Inherited church has traditionally tended to begin mission thinking from a default 
position of its own location, around which mission activities revolve, mission-
shaped churches are increasingly reconfiguring and relocating themselves in 
relation to people. It is the priority of people, their identity and condition – who 
they are and how are they – that is increasingly shaping the communities of Jesus 
Christ today.29  
 
DMC, physically and mentally according to the current modus operandi, is a church 
involved with the community. In the eyes of the leaders, it provides community 
engagement. Creating space for the local community to enter through the doors of the 
church has been a primary function of missional ecclesiology at DMC. But Atkins’s 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
28 Ian Ridpath, DMC community engagement coordinator, email message to author, 6th February 
2014.  
 
29 Atkins, Resourcing Renewal, 145. 
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observation—that creative mission imagination in the United Kingdom is shifting from 
physical realities of the correct created space toward the condition of the humanity that 
surrounds a given space—is far removed from DMC’s imagination. 
 
The Immediate Neighbourhood 
After considering the physical structure of DMC, the next step is to consider the 
neighbourhood surrounding the church. While “walking the area,” following the example 
of Richard Sennett, one first exits the dark metallic gates that guard the road into the 
church.30 Leaving DMC by walking over the double cycle lane which runs across the 
path, one enters South Dublin grandeur. For decades, DMC has been a favoured meeting 
spot for Connexional business meetings. This is due to its location—two minutes from 
Dublin’s main ring road, the M50. For those travelling from the north or south of Ireland, 
DMC is easy to get to. This geography has been an important aspect for DMC as it 
recognises the ease of access.  
If the geography of this church is firstly identified by its location next to the major 
thoroughfare encompassing the city, then its second geographical identifier is the 
Methodist school next door. Wesley College is one of Dublin’s major Protestant schools, 
and prepares some twelve hundred pupils aged eleven to eighteen to “prove all things; 
hold fast to that which is good” (I Thessalonians 5:1).31 Founded almost 175 years ago in 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
30 Richard Sennett, The Conscience of the Eye: The Design and Social Life of Cities (New York: 
W. W. Norton & Co., 1990), 123-132. On these pages, Sennett gives an almost poetic account of an 
afternoon walk through the New York neighbourhood he is living in. His take on the processes of 
observation inspire one to consider the “eyes” through which one looks at one’s community. 
 
31 This is the school motto.  
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Dublin City centre, Wesley College expresses the deep heritage for education amongst 
the growing nineteenth-century Methodist population.  
Today, as a co-ed premier boarding and day pupil school, Wesley College stands 
every inch a modern campus, with recently upgraded sporting facilities and pitches, 
spacious parking options, and several residences on site (including that of the ordained 
Methodist chaplain to the college). With DMC enjoying important historical and cultural 
links, not to mention geographical location, it is not surprising that the Protestant 
boarding pupils of the college will walk to the first service at DMC every week—in full 
school uniform.32 Taken as a whole, on paper, this “Methodist enclave” of south Dublin 
is viewed as an important reminder of who the Methodists are and what has been 
achieved over the centuries. Here is education and spiritual formation tied together.33  
Combine the school, the grounds of the church, and the surrounding houses, and 
there is more than a hint of this area being where Dublin’s privileged citizens are present. 
The well-kept suburban streets provide a generous aesthetic with each home safeguarded 
from the main thoroughfares by interconnected avenues, and safeguarded from each other 
by walls and fences. In many ways this is the typical western suburb, where the 
individuality of late modernism is expressed triumphantly through the achieving, 
guarding, and keeping of personal space.  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
32 Only a farm gate separates the grounds of the school from the grounds of the church. On Sunday 
mornings this gate is opened, and church attendees will park in one of the car parks of the school.  
 
33 As well as the regular attendance of the boarders at the first service on a Sunday, the school will 
regularly use the buildings of the church. The school chaplain will be stationed at DMC and is a member of 
the leaders meeting. The church will also get use of the school premises when necessary. It is a comfortably 
networked relationship based on shared heritage.  
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After a short walk west from the gates of DMC, one has a choice to pass into 
grand, cement-pillared micro-estates, built within the last thirty years. At the time of 
writing, a house in the neighbourhood immediately backing onto the grounds of DMC 
would cost in the region of €400 000, a price that is 55 percent down from what would 
have been sought at the height of the property boom in 2007.34 After a short walk in the 
opposite direction, one enters the “town centre,” where one has a glimpse of the reason 
Dundrum village is so well known throughout Ireland. At the top of the original town 
centre main street, like a jewel in Dundrum’s crown sits Dublin’s original macro 
shopping mall.  
Dwarfed in comparison to major American shopping malls, Dundrum Town 
Centre, as it is called, is a highly significant consumer commodity on the south side of the 
city. With almost 170 retail tenants, it captivates the imagination of young and old alike, 
as shopping, entertainment, food, health, and beauty outlets combine in one space. 
Opened in early 2003 and witnessing over 70 million visitors in its first three years, 
Dundrum Town Centre has revitalised and changed the nature of this suburb in a few 
short years. Despite its history as a south Dublin suburb and its beautiful position at the 
foot of the Dublin hills, Dundrum is now firmly established in local psyche as the 
shopping centre. People will travel for hours to get into the shopping centre. The vast 
majority of them will drive past DMC.”  
 
 
 
 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
34 Business, Etc., “Rise in Dublin House Prices Masks Fall in Every Other Part of the Country,” 
http://businessetc.thejournal.ie/house-prices-daft-ie-report-1250043-Jan2014/ (accessed 8th January 2014). 
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Conclusion 
The complexity of the immediate context around DMC provides a rich tapestry 
for theological senses. Robert J. Schreiter, in his book, Constructing Local Theologies, 
states, “In the encounter of church tradition and local themes, the actual development of a 
local theology takes place.”35 In the next chapter, more details will be discussed 
concerning how DMC congregants see themselves. It is noted, however, that when the 
leaders and the Guiding Team talk about engaging with “the local community,” it is a 
cover-all sense in which the phrase is used. There is little discussion among them of the 
different communities that live close to the church building.  
These communities include those who live within a three-minute walk to the 
church in three-bedroom homes that six years ago would have sold for €1 million, and it 
includes those who live within a seven-minute walk who rent apartments for €1300 per 
month.36 There is little talk of the immigration from the city (which includes Wesley 
College), and what the Dublin suburbs have done to alienate people from their 
neighbours.37 There is no talk of the growing migrant community in south Dublin (the 
number of migrant families who worship at DMC could still be counted on one hand). 
There is occasional discussion of the centrality of the shopping centre, with an aching 
sense of mystery regarding how to make contact with the hundreds of thousands of 
individuals who flock to “worship” in it every week.  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
35 Robert J. Schreiter, Constructing Local Theologies (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 1985). 
 
36 Anonymous member of the congregation, interview by author, Dundrum Town Centre, 
November 2013. This individual lives in a central apartment complex.  
 
37 Wesley College moved from its original city centre location in 1967. 
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But the lived realities of the suburbs keep people distanced from each other, and 
when the leaders and Guiding Team have used the term “community,” it has been to 
indicate everyone who is outside of the Sunday system of the church. The study of 
culture and context is the starting point for reflecting on local theologies, yet the 
complexities of their immediate surroundings fail to register. It is not surprising that 
difficulties were experienced when the congregation was encouraged to change their 
lenses and “see” with different theological eyes.  
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CHAPTER 2 
THE PROJECT 
 
To be human is to engage in relationships with others and with the world . . . men, 
unlike animals, are not only in the world but with the world. 
—Paulo Freire, Education for Critical Consiousness 
 
This chapter describes the nature of the project that invited members of DMC 
onto the journey toward missional experimentation. It presents the work of the Guiding 
Team and the listening groups, as well as the small experiments that were initiated at 
DMC upon my return after a one-year absence. The chapter concludes with thoughts 
regarding learning from others. 
 
A Counterintuitive Journey 
On June 1, 2009, 228 people were traveling on Flight 447 from Brazil to Paris. 
All those on board were killed when the plane crashed into the Atlantic Ocean.1 As 
details emerged, investigators realized that the tragedy occurred due to pilot error 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1 CNN.com, "Final Air France Crash Report Says Pilots Failed to React Swiftly," 
http://edition.cnn.com/2012/07/05/world/europe/france-air-crash-report/ (accessed 27th February 2014). 
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combined with technical failure.2 The plane was descending at such a rate of knots that 
the pilots—with incorrect technical readings—did not know the real danger they were in 
until it was too late. As the plane’s speed slowed, its descent quickened, giving the 
sensation of increased speed. The natural reaction, without instrumentation, would be to 
slow the plane down. However, the correct manoeuvre would have been to increase the 
speed of the plane, reversing the steep descent. But to do so would have been 
counterintuitive to those in the cockpit. It would have demanded that the pilots go against 
the sense they were experiencing and take a drastically different approach to avoid 
disaster. Today, all pilots in British Airways, as a direct result of Flight 447, must take 
counterintuitive training, that is, training to do the thing which seems incorrect and 
against normal required procedures. 
The missional change model outlined by Roxburgh and Boren is in many ways 
counterintuitive to the sense of many congregations in Ireland.3 It is dictated to by wider 
cultural dispositions, which are beyond the point of view generally held by traditional 
Methodists, like the congregants at DMC. Part of the traditional Methodist mindset is the 
desire to identity and fix whatever problems exist. Deeply embedded in the Methodist 
DNA is a solution-driven mindset in relation to rectifying any recognized anomaly in 
terms of ecclesiology. Any challenge to create a shift in this basic default meets with 
resistance, suspicion, and/or apathy. Part of what the missional change model does is 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
2 As a chaplain to students at Trinity College, I helped to officiate the unhappiest service I 
have ever had to be part of, for three recently graduated young doctors from TCD who were onboard 
Flight 447. Roughly one year later, I was speaking at a conference where a British Airways pilot 
was in attendance. The information in this section is based upon the information he conveyed in that 
conversation. 
 
3 Roxburgh and Boren use the work of sociologist E. M. Rogers and his “Diffusions of Innovation” 
in the creation of the missional change model. 
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invite congregations to face questions of paradigm shift by creating space to ask and 
discuss new and different questions. In this process, the focus of energy and discussion 
moves from “How do we fix our church?” to “What is God up to in our neighbourhoods 
and communities where we live, and how do we enable our people to recognize and join 
in with what God is doing?” This is counterintuitive for traditional Methodist 
congregations.  
Their natural inclination is to identify setbacks and inject solutions. This is part of 
the solution-driven outworking within an atomistic worldview, identified by Stephen 
Toulmin in his book, Cosmopolis: The Hidden Agenda of Modernity.4 Toulmin asks for a 
fresh look at what is in actuality a more complex historical narrative than is normally 
perceived. That is, he states that modernity did not grow from one single intellectual 
origin, but rather from two distinct phases.5 The first of these is sixteenth-century 
Renaissance humanism, which existed with a certain reasonableness of religious 
toleration,6 and the second is seventeenth-century Rationalism,7 which in contrast to the 
promise and practice of the previous century, evolved in a world of economic crisis 
where religious toleration had proven to be a failure. These circumstances combined to 
bring about a search for neutral certainty that was aimed at universal knowledge and 
progress. Toulmin explains, “Cartesian philosophy swept aside the reasonable 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
4 Stephen Toulmin, Cosmopolis: The Hidden Agenda of Modernity (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 1992). 
 
5 For Toulmin, a cosmopolis is “the practical idea that human affairs are influenced by and 
proceed in step with heavenly affairs.” See Toulmin, Cosmopolis, 68. 
 
6 Renaissance humanism developed from humanist sceptics, such as Desiderious Erasmus and 
Michel de Montaigne. 
 
7 Rationalism, in turn, led to logical positivism, and came about through the work of men such as 
René Descartes and Isaac Newton. 
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uncertainties and hesitations of the 16th century sceptics in favour of a new, mathematical 
kind of rational certainty and proof.”8 
Influenced by the assassination of Henri IV of France and the ensuing turmoil, 
people needed to cling to something. Toulmin writes, “It was not obvious what one was 
to be certain about—but uncertainty had become unacceptable.”9 He argues, “The 
contrast between the practical modesty and the intellectual freedom of Renaissance 
Humanism and the theoretical ambitions and the intellectual constraints of 17th century 
rationalism plays a central part in our renewed narrative of the origins of modernity.”10 
Humanity cannot go backwards. We must walk forward from where we are; for Toulmin 
this means “humanising” modernity.11 This means a broad pluralism, which embraces the 
arts, questions the ethics of modern technologies and science, and celebrates life with 
uncertainly and ambiguity.  
Of particular interest in relation to DMC and the cultural default to define and 
repair, is the challenge to read foundational narratives of modernity in new ways. The 
chaos of Europe in the late sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries meant people clung 
to anything in order to have explanation and meaning. Creativity was side-lined in the 
name of assumed certainty, and modernity progressed, providing a logical positivistic 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
8 Toulmin, Cosmopolis, 72. 
 
9 Toulmin, 55. 
 
10 Ibid., 42. 
 
11 Toulmin’s conclusions are that one should not feel a need to choose between sixteenth-century 
strands and seventeenth-century strands of modernism. Rather, one should hold the positive elements of 
both (180). Humanism brings a particular wholeness, and returns us to the oral, the particular, the timely, 
and the local (24, 186-9). As we move to the “next phase” of modernity, we need to abandon the 
assumption that physics is the master science, embrace ordered pluralism, quantify movements in the arts, 
question the ethics and benefits of technology, create more genuine multinational cooperation, and 
concentrate on influence rather than force (204, 206, and 209). 
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justification for all things. Expressed simply, the ‘modern’ would say, “Find the right 
missing part, and we can fix everything.” 
To adjust the lenses of the leaders and cultivate new questions at DMC has meant 
acting in counterintuitive ways. It has meant provoking and prodding leaders and the 
Guiding Team to consider stepping outside of the modern systems that have defined them. 
Scott Cormode, in his book, Making Spiritual Sense, writes, “Meaning-making leaders 
give the vocabulary and theological categories to imagine a different way to interpret the 
world and to construct a new course of action that flows from that interpretation.”12 This 
challenge can at times seem hopelessly far away. It is stepping into discernment of the 
wind of the Spirit and embarking on a journey not immediately perceptible and without a 
fixed destination. It is truly an adaptive challenge.13  
 
Missional Change Model 
The missional change process follows these steps: awareness, understanding, 
evaluation, experimentation, and commitment.14 The first step, awareness, provides the 
space for context and voices to be heard. It invites images, symbols, and stories into the 
frame of where the church finds itself. It is about listening and releasing the self-
perception and lived realities of where a church exists. Common language is sought that 
assists in making sense of these present realities. Roxburgh and Boren write, “In this new 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
12 Scott Cormode, Making Spiritual Sense: Christian Leaders as Spiritual Interpreters (Nashville: 
Abingdon, 2006), 66. 
 
13 This recognition became clearer to me about one year into the process. My writing at this time 
records, “The real adaptive challenge, I now realize, is engaging the Guiding Team and congregation of 
DMC which requires a paradigm shift in their ecclesiology.” 	  
14 Roxburgh and Boren, Introducing the Missional Church, 133-190. 
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space we need time and process to help us begin to articulate what we are experiencing in 
order to develop the language we need to make sense of where we find ourselves.”15 
The second step, in which the “listening” continues, is understanding. Central to 
the process is listening to God, listening to one another, and listening to the 
neighbourhood. People grow in confidence concerning the shape of the journey they are 
on during this stage, and deeper engagement with the issues can take place. Importantly, 
no solutions are offered, and informal conversations with open-ended questions take 
priority. As this continues, explain Roxburgh and Boren, “people move from a vague 
sense of things changing and being in a new space into dialogue with others to frame 
meaningful explanations for the changes they are experiencing.”16 
The third step is evaluation. This stage brings together the reflection alongside the 
sense of safety contained in the first two stages, and it transposes them alongside the 
recognition of current values, practices, and programs within the church. It is only now at 
this point where the discussion moves toward ecclesiology. The imagination already 
gained is brought into the light of discussing “the church.” Roxburgh and Boren write, 
As people enter this stage of evaluation they will find it is far less critical and 
negative than they might have imagined. . . . It is in this space that people are 
ready to risk dreaming a little about what God might be calling them to be in their 
neighbourhoods. . . . This is a phase of decision-making because the church is 
now able to choose whether it will move forward or away from the concrete 
actions of missional life.17 
 
The fourth step is experimentation. Simple, limited experiments that venture into 
the neighbourhood are advanced, which invite people to take risks. This is moving in the 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
15 Ibid., 142. 
 
16 Ibid., 143. 
 
17 Ibid., 144. 
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journey of awareness and action into the midst of a new space. There is a balance to 
keeping the regular life of the church going while drawing people into experiments, all of 
which create risk and new awareness. Roxburgh and Boren explain, “It is this on-going 
process of risking and experimenting, of failing and being encouraged, of blessing and 
risking again that creates the environment for real missional transformation when we are 
in the clearing.”18 
The fifth step is commitment. Finally, after much action-reflection, and living in 
the framework of transformation, a group will begin to see tangible, measureable, and 
observable changes. Transition into new ways of acting will take place. Roxburgh and 
Boren state, “It is at this point, in the midst of growing experiments, that people realize 
that they have discovered a new way of being church that isn’t dependent on outside 
programs, gurus, or even ordained clergy.”19 Roxburgh and Boren summarize the 
missional change process and the importance of letting go of control:  
The key to missional innovation is empowering the people of a local church to 
discern and develop actions that come from among themselves rather than 
strategies and programs proposed by leadership. . . . Leadership has a choice: it 
can either be in control of plans, programs, and outcomes or it can work at 
creating the environment that will release the missional imagination that is among 
the people of God.20  
 
This, again, is counterintuitive.  
When I first arrived at DMC to speak with the church council regarding the 
possibility of working alongside them in a missional imagination project, the language in 
the room betrayed an expectation that I would come into their midst, carry out my 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
18 Ibid., 145. 
 
19 Ibid., 147. 
 
20 Ibid., 138. 
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doctoral research, and provide answers as to how to be a successful church. For both of 
us, the Church Council and myself, expectations had to shift. My language and 
appreciation of where they are as a church had to change, and their expectations for a 
“fix-it program” were challenged.   
 
The Road toward Diffusion of Innovation 
For the members and council of DMC21 during the early months of 2011, there 
was initial excitement at having a young minister come into their midst conducting 
doctoral research. They believed this would clarify matters of mission, help provide 
direction, and give perspective on current animosity experienced between two different 
Sunday morning congregations, one traditional and one contemporary. The enthusiastic 
response of the church council was matched by the majority of the worshipping 
congregation, who reacted warmly and politely to sermons preached and actions taken. 
 
The Guiding Team 
The church council approved the creation of a Guiding Team, and subsequently 
convened a sub-committee to suggest potential names. Within weeks, several members of 
the congregation had expressed interest, and the process was moving. With the initiative 
and the ultimate decision as to who would be on the Guiding Team taken by the council, 
credibility was given to the arrangement. There was, however, in the midst of competent 
enthusiasm, little understanding that these actions could lead to significant change to their 
congregation. 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
21 The church council is the central decision-making body at DMC. 
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I began meeting with the Guiding Team in September 2011, and we met a total of 
eleven times. We read Scripture, prayed, expanded our knowledge base of missional 
theology, carried out and discussed Appreciative Inquiry (hereafter, AI) interviews, and 
discerned the results of the Church 360 survey together. Throughout the process, we 
talked endlessly about Kingdom attributes and dialogued concerning missional 
imagination, recognising that this required connecting with the local community in order 
to live out authentic gospel lives of faith.  
Generally, the Guiding Team meetings built common excitement regarding the 
process. It is worth noting the Guiding Team exhibited a particularly high level of 
engagement whenever they were active participants in the process. This was particularly 
true of the first AI feedback meeting. People were talking over each other, jumping to 
agree with shared experiences, relate stories, match those stories with their own narrative, 
and report that these interviews had sparked a deep appreciation of DMC within them. I 
consistently emphasized that this process is about actively listening to God through 
actively listening to each other. This was taking root. The team perceived the value of 
intentional conversation, and caught a glimpse of the possible. This experience was 
magnified more so when the process discussed the Church 360 report.22 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
22 This was perhaps the single most counterintuitive aspect of the process for my personal 
leadership development. I enjoy facilitating conversations as it provides a certain control and power, or so I 
thought. Actually, the constant giving away of the conversation to the Guiding Team, and constantly giving 
back the work to the Guiding Team was difficult for me. But it proved invaluable. I had to re-learn to bite 
my tongue, to wait, to not step up with immediate answers or observations. As I learned this, engagement 
grew, and confidence flourished as the Guiding Team carried more of the workload. It was educationally 
humbling for me. In facilitating this group, I shifted my experience to recognize that control cannot be 
mistaken for influence, and power cannot be mistaken for authority. Cultivating the ground for deeper 
learning through actively handing the work to the team became a new skill. This is still being honed within 
me, but because of the Guiding Team in DMC, I find it easier to understand and gain appreciation from 
Sharon Daloz-Parks when she writes how, in these watershed times, models of leadership contra that of the 
super-hero-command-and-control are being sought: “Traditional understandings of leadership . . . focus on 
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Much more could be written concerning the original work of the Guiding Team, 
however, suffice to say that they sojourned an education. As well as listening to sermons 
prodding the congregation with missional theology, they read Roxburgh and Boren and 
contributed sensitively to “dwelling in the Word” exercises. They discussed missional 
imagination in a postmodern world, listening to input including “adaptive versus 
technical change,” “missional theology,” the “Kingdom and the missio Dei,” and, “the 
theory and practice of AI.” They asked the question, “Where does Wesleyan theology 
merge with a missional imagination?” And they demonstrated their commitment to God 
and the church by being willing to do whatever was asked of them in the process. 
 
The Feedback Seminar 
As the initiative progressed, the Guiding Team planned and prepared a whole-
church feedback seminar during which several of the team assisted in presenting. The 
minister had decreed that the best chance of getting people to attend the meeting would 
be to hold it on a Sunday after church. Hence a congregational lunch was planned, and 
more than half of the congregation remained present.  
The majority of the people in the room wanted to “make sense” of a report which, 
to many who read it, seemed cumbersome and hard to comprehend.23 Thus there was a 
positive dialectic present of positive enquiry and honest confusion. Thus, people were 
willing to share. Feasibly this shows that many people present who had previously held 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
personality characteristics, situation analysis, and transactions of power and influence. Now, however, a 
growing consensus among leadership theorists and practitioners is that in a networked society with power 
and information widely distributed, the presumption of ‘born-leaders’ along with command-and-control 
leadership models are inadequate.” See Daloz-Parks, Leadership Can Be Taught, 4.  	  
23 It was a decision of the minister to allow the report to be viewed ahead of the feedback seminar 
by the members of the church council as well as the Guiding Team.  
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concepts of what “church” should be had bottled them up for some time. This was their 
moment to share, and they did.  
While the active participation of the Guiding Team in this seminar led to the 
smooth running of the event, conversely, to the external observer it could seem that once 
again, “people in the know” where taking charge. Nevertheless, thirty-four people signed 
up to enter listening groups.24 So, while a positive 50 percent of those present indicated a 
desire to continue in the process, significantly, the same percentage again chose not to 
continue participation. This demonstrated that positive processes were in play, and a 
salient need for immediate action had been moderated. For significant numbers of the 
congregation, it seemed that the ground was being cultivated for cultural transformation.  
After this meeting, the work of the Guiding Team was complete and the listening 
groups took over. These listening groups met from April 2012 to August 2012. In early 
autumn, I met with the church council, who by had now taken back the primary 
responsibility for the work. It proved impossible to arrange a full retreat for the church 
council.25 When the meetings finally took place, a total of three times during the autumn, 
the council was presented with feedback and reflections from the listening groups, and I 
provided teaching and led discussion on the nature of missional living and adaptive 
change.  
 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
24 Although this was a very pleasing number (basically half of those present), when the groups 
were actually organized and running, the total number of participants was between twenty and twenty-five.  
 
25 Many attempts were made to push the minister into organising a full retreat. Although keen 
himself on the concept, he admitted that when he took it to the council he was met with resistance as to the 
length of time being asked for. This culminated in the council agreeing to a Saturday gathering where 
business would be solely dedicated to the missional process. In the end, even this was drawn back 
somewhat, with the 9am-4pm day beginning with ninety minutes of Church Council business.  
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Listening Groups 
The feedback from the listening groups highlighted three key areas as being 
locally repetitive leading to integration.26 First, there was a strong desire and affection for 
notions of family. The witness of people who had been ill was especially strong in 
feedback, reflecting a desire within the church to experience something of the “perfect 
family.” Second, a strong desire for unity was present throughout the reports, reflecting 
the immediate history of the congregation through a move to two services on Sunday 
mornings and related anxiety. Third, a real desire to “feel alive” as a church was present 
in the report, reflecting dissatisfaction with the way things currently stand. While the 
reported feedback became increasingly prescriptive toward the end (as in, “Here is what 
we can do to fix this problem”), it did lead to many positive questions being raised, 
reflecting desire among many in the congregation to at least engage in discussion about 
the future.  
 
Grinding to a Halt? 
Given articulation of the above issues, the conversations that had clearly taken 
place, and the honest struggling of the church council with the material, it is with regret 
that the goal of the project became more difficult at this point. Poor attendance at an open 
church council meeting revealed that enthusiasm for the process had waned and 
expectations of the congregation had not been fulfilled. After initial enthusiasm, 
permission and buy-in from the church council, active learning and participation from the 
Guiding Team, and a definite sense of “let’s wait and see what happens” from the 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
26 Robert Weiss, Learning from Strangers: The Art and Method of Qualitative Interview Studies 
(New York: Free Press, 1995), 156-169. 
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majority of the congregation, this lack of enthusiasm was disappointing to observe. No 
experiments were carried out, and my suggestion to the open church council that they 
invite people to continue the process by approaching identified church members to carry 
out experiments was simply disregarded. Short of an ability to demand that someone try 
something, my options were limited. Proceedings ground to a halt.  
With this development, I moved to a further aspect of this study that involved 
spending time in a local neighbourhood. Circumstances prevailed for me to implement 
this in inner-city South Dublin, rather than in Dundrum. This was due to stagnation in the 
DMC process, and also to geographical considerations.27 Hence, in order to be present in 
my local neighbourhood, I began marking 20 percent of my time for the cafes and streets 
of Aungier Street. This area surrounds the city of Dublin YMCA and is a five-minute 
walk from the university where I work every day. To legitimatize this, I engaged students 
in the project and encouraged discipleship through deliberate time spent walking the area, 
praying, and reading Scripture in local coffee shops, as well as engaging the life of the 
space through intentional contact with the YMCA. It is significant that, while this course 
of action was enacted because DMC declined attempts to encourage the same, the 
learning from Aungier Street not only led to positive Kingdom movement, but also 
greatly informed the next steps that DMC has been able to take.28  
The course of this journey is central to the goal of this project. Although it seemed 
progress in DMC had been stalled, it is possible with hindsight to see that the wheels of 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
27 Dundrum was where I travelled to in order to facilitate the process, it was not my local 
area for natural hangout 
 
28 Some of the central learning from the Aungier Street dwelling in the neighbourhood is found in 
Appendix 1.  
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the missional change model, as previously outlined, were still moving. Leaders within 
DMC had in fact completed the first two stages. They had gained an awareness of their 
realities, and they had absolutely engaged in understanding many of those issues. They 
had, and still are, struggling with the evaluation of what they have been discovering.  
 
Reconnecting with DMC and Small Experiments 
During early autumn 2013, I returned to DMC, not as an external facilitator, but 
as a member. The Methodist Church in Ireland changed my station to being one of half-
time student chaplain to TCD. My circuit responsibilities ended, and it was natural to join 
DMC as a member due to my connections and friendships there. So I returned some 
fourteen months after the process had involuntarily prevaricated.  
 
Reconnecting with DMC 
On my first Sunday back, I sat in the rear of the sanctuary and sensed the strong 
nudge of the Spirit as I listened to an influential leader within the church lead the 
service.29 His sermon reflected missional imagination to the full. He preached about 
where our energy as a congregation would be (inside or outside the church), where the 
members of the congregation’s love would be shown (inside or outside), and posed a 
strong challenge to the church that to only engage with each other inside the building was 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
29 Local preachers have been the life-blood of Methodism in previous centuries, allowing a locally 
affiliated preaching of the Word, while itinerant preachers would travel and bring teaching and discipline to 
many different locations. Today, local preachers are still vital in more rural parts of Ireland due to declining 
resources and ordained ministers, although they do not hold the gravitas they once did. Dublin over the last 
decade has experienced a growth in the number of people being practising local preaching, which is a direct 
response to the crisis of rural Ireland now affecting the city of Dublin. This crisis is that with fewer 
resources and fewer ministers, Dublin needs more local preachers in order to lead services in churches that 
are actually growing due to immigration and church planting.  
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to miss what God was doing in God’s world. He urged his fellow church members to 
consider a very different vision of ecclesiology.  
Immediately after that service, a senior circuit steward approached me. He 
explained that he had been looking for my email address during the previous week 
because he wanted to share thoughts with me. The nucleus of the thoughts was a 
recognition that “the things you talked about last year or eighteen months ago have led to 
where we are now.” This leader expressed that the work of the church, the preaching that 
was now taking place, and the creation of a new position in the church—that of a 
community engagement coordinator, was due in large part to the work and questions 
which arose from the missional imagination project. It seemed clear that the seeds planted 
were sprouting into something larger.  
I determined at that point to re-engage with the folks of DMC to ascertain what 
had been happening, why it was happening, and to see if it was possible to encourage 
some further steps on their missional journey. I immediately contacted the circuit 
minister—who had reported in a conversation some eight months previous that his circuit 
stewards had told him, “We need to face it, this project has failed”—and sought to hear 
his responses to current circumstances. He willingly invited me to continue reflecting on 
what had happened within the congregation, and offered support for whatever means that 
may take.30 It is important to note at this point that permission to engage DMC once more 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
30 It is worth noting that the minister has been heavily involved in the missional 
discipleship movement from the UK called “Inspire.” This movement centres on the rejuvenation of 
mission in the West through active participation in Wesleyan practices. Many Methodists in Ireland 
have found an easy home in the movement, which links people together in accountable small group 
relationships in order to grow personal holiness for the sake of the mission of the Church. This 
theology is manifesting itself through a rise in Wesleyan small groups, and in teaching/founding 
seminars by the Inspire network. The minister in Dundrum is central to this movement in the 
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was not an invitation to lead the congregation through any further aspect of the process, 
but rather permission to have conversations and conduct my own research. This became 
an important factor in light of later potential outcomes.  
I asked that I be allowed to convene the six members of the Guiding Team to talk 
through where the church now was, and test the ground to see if it was ready for an 
experiment. This was readily agreed to. Within two weeks, I made contact with the 
former secretary of the Guiding Team, and a questionnaire to all former members of the 
team was sent out. Each Guiding Team member was asked to forward the questionnaire 
to five other people from the church. I also made personal contact with most of the 
members of the team and invited them to the meeting. 
Only two members of the original Guiding Team attended this meeting. They 
were joined by the recently appointed community engagement coordinator and the church 
youth worker. At this meeting, we spent time “dwelling in the Word” and discussing my 
current observations within the church. These observations were that missional language 
and themes had percolated throughout certain sectors of the congregation, despite the fact 
that many felt the project had stymied.  
I expressed my sense that the church had actually been continuing along the 
missional change model. This larger sense of awareness, coming from the inside, was 
slowly turning to an awareness of a need to engage the outside. It seemed that the 
missional change process had expanded the understanding of present realities both within 
and without the congregation. 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
Republic of Ireland, and hence, the agreement given to me to continue my observations, reflections, 
and any subsequent actions was readily given in the context of such deliberations being one thing 
amongst many which may bring renewal and transformation to the church. 
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Understanding had grown as well. Current realities of resource, local geography, 
shifting population demographics, and living histories had all been part of the discussion 
in the church council (particularly during the last decade) and in the Guiding Team 
discussions (during the last three years). All involved had responded well to the challenge 
of listening, and many within the congregation take the need to listen to God very 
seriously. I pointed out how those involved had deliberately listened to each other and to 
God, and how the conversations had been widened. This was true specifically in relation 
to the stories of the congregation, but perhaps more interestingly in the stories external to 
the congregation. I was attempting to frame their current experiences in light of the 
missional change model, and this was met with approval.  
Where the process now sat was in the “evaluation” phase, where some people 
perceived that it had petered out. A positive way to view this is to gather the knowledge, 
and recognize the church had been assessing and living with new understandings for a 
while. In fact, leaders within the church had evaluated what had gone on to the extent of 
employing a community engagement coordinator. The appointment begs questions of 
ecclesiology and how the congregation views itself, but at the same time it is positive 
action which demands constant re-evaluation.31  
For those present at the small reconvened Guiding Team meeting, inviting them 
to see how the journey of DMC might fit into the missional change model bade them into 
a logical follow-up question: “Where to next?” The conversation moved quickly: “If this 
is where we are now, then how can we progress and do something more?” Significantly, 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
31 In some ways the hiring of a community engagement coordinator demonstrates how the 
leadership did not understand the change process; but at the same time it demonstrates important 
shifts in the desire of the leadership to do something positive.   
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their question was, “How do we progress?” rather than “Tell us what to do next!” Cultural 
shift had begun to take place.  
 
Brainstorming Potential Experiments 
The most senior member of the conversation was the most enthusiastic to provide 
ideas concerning what might be done. In response to the question of what could be done 
in “a normal day,” he spoke of his experience of walking his dog and the concern of dog-
walkers in the community regarding the state of the local river. After describing some of 
the people he meets on these walks, he landed on an idea of trying to clean the area. In 
order for this to not be seen as a simple act of random kindness or Christian service, he 
would invite participation from other church members (men were his targeted subgroup) 
over three occasions. They would walk the part of the riverbank in question and aim to 
clean it up. This would involve picking up rubbish, some minimal horticulture, and 
generally an attempt to make this local part of the river more pleasing and acceptable. 
More importantly, it was discussed that this action would involve connecting with others 
walking their dogs and using the river path. The idea for the experiment was simple: if 
people see the men taking a little time and pride in their local area, perhaps they might 
like to join in—after all, they were all saying together how the river walk needed to 
change.   
Another member of the discussion was keen to ask how people encountered could 
be invited to church, or how this “tidy up where others are invited to join in” experiment 
would “lead people to Jesus.” At this point in the discussion, it was highlighted by others 
present that the aim of the experiment was to do something positive for the area—in the 
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realm of what was already known, what people cared about, and what would offer a 
welcome to other walkers connected to the pathway. In this way, conversations for 
genuine listening would be created. The simple task was to engage people in a helpful 
way, in their normal everyday lives, around an issue we knew they cared about, in order 
to learn about the lives of people in the surrounding neighbourhood. 
In response to this, the conversation widened to dream a second experiment for 
another two participants present, who lived with their spouses in local apartment 
complexes. The conversation turned to where they could meet people. When asked how 
many people resided in the two apartment complexes, the answer did not come easily. It 
was clear it can be difficult to get to know neighbours, as people often keep to themselves 
in apartment complexes.  
Conversation turned to how it might look to invite people for dinner in their 
apartment. Those on the receiving end of the conversation were initially reticent, 
portraying nervousness about what was being suggested. One vocalised fear was, “What 
do we do, invite people to dinner and then invite them to Jesus?” The response came 
from another member of the group: “Invite people to dinner and be a good neighbour.” 
This approach struck a chord. Lights began to switch on. The need to have a result was 
lessened, and the pressure to somehow evangelize neighbours was discussed and 
dismissed. Language of “loving our neighbours” came into the conversation, and a 
nervous excitement invaded the space where the task to love those around them suddenly 
equated to simple hospitality in one’s home. Making others feel welcome by creating 
space and offering something tangible in friendship opened new doors of understanding 
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“a missional imagination.” Two people present at the meeting expressed that they would 
return home and share this idea with their spouses. 
The final experiment was perhaps the most interesting. It had already started, and 
it centred on the growing number of people who enter the church building every week. 
The new community engagement coordinator had started in post at the time of this 
conversation, and was tasked by the church council to use 20 percent of his time to 
organise the bookings for the church premises. The thought formed that if the new 
community engagement coordinator was the contact person for the bookings, then 
positive connections would be able to form growing networks between church and the 
users of the building, who are largely unaffiliated with any church.  
An initial step in trying to create these networks has been the creation of a “coffee 
dock.” It has been envisioned that this provides a space of refreshment for those coming 
into the building, a natural space for dialogue. It could also engage members of the 
church through volunteering to run it—the “coffee person” during times of operation. 
This idea had been previously discussed (again, showing the growing seeds of missional 
theology), and there was quick recognition that this fitted the experimental language 
being used and would benefit from the process of action-reflection.  
Thus, the meeting ended with three small experiments being created: the clean-up 
effort along dog-walking path, the dinner invitations in the apartment complex, and the 
coffee dock. The journey of each one will be referred to in minor ways in this project. 
However, it is the experience of the coffee dock that will be centred upon from this point 
forward.   
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Coffee Dock, Part One 
In arguing for what they call integral mission, authors Tetsunao Yamamori and C. 
Rene Padilla write,  
[Integral mission] requires recognition of the apostolic nature of the whole church. 
This implies on one hand, that all members, by the simple fact of being disciples 
of Christ, share in the commission to go into the world in the name of Jesus Christ, 
as his witnesses. It also implies, on the other hand, that the leaders are a part of 
the laos, the people of God, just as are all the rest of Christ’s followers, no more 
no less. . . . What is essential in the church in carrying out her tasks is not a 
hierarchy, but a community of gifts which complement each other and contribute 
equally to the common good.32  
 
Yamamori and Padilla argue here that the Church is being the Church when gifts and 
competencies are shared for the good of the world.  This sense of Christ being in the 
midst of forming and reforming “church” is at the heart of the coffee dock experiment. 
The members of the congregation at DMC consider themselves a living part of the body 
of Christ, and they consider that each one has a part to play in that body. Offering one’s 
giftedness on behalf of others is a valued commodity, to the extent that when it is absent 
or diminished, which it has been in recent years, the church leaders take notice and make 
comment.33 
Juxtaposed with this is the reality that members of DMC will readily attest to their 
care for each other as being a particular strength. A central tenet of DMC’s self-
evaluation is the recognition that many people connected to the church evidenced a 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
32 Tetsunao Yamamori and C. Rene Padilla, The Local Church, Agent of Transformation: An 
Ecclesiology for Integral Mission, trans. Brian Cordingly (Buenos Aires: Kairos, 2004), 45, 47.  
 
33 In one recent conversation with the minister of DMC, he referred to a group within the 
church as DMC’s “temporary members.” This nominalism is demonstrated by his statement that 
“there is more transient movement between churches, and commitment to one church, or to this 
church, has been decreasing for a long time. Surely people need to be committed and faithful in 
order to find the desire to be outside.” Jeremy Nicholl, Pastor of Dundrum Methodist Church, 
interview by author, Milltown, Dublin, September 2013.  
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strong caring nature. During the AI interviews, there were many stories of flowers and 
meals delivered when a member of the church family was ill. Several members of the 
Guiding Team considered this a learned response in the congregation, as for many years 
older members have been interested in and welcoming to younger people.  
Today, those same older members, who were part of the original church plant 
over forty years ago, still hold positions of power and influence, and are still seen as 
“founding mothers and fathers.” This is positive for continuity and establishment,34 but it 
is less positive for the creation of what Roxburgh and Boren call “transformational 
church.”35 A transformational church is one that has learned that cultural change is not 
going to stop. There is no “new normal” to which a church or denomination must arrive.  
A transformational church is continually being formed and reformed by the 
gospel of Christ as it is witnessed to and lived through engagement in the local 
neighborhood. Critically, a transformational church is a countercultural church. Roxburgh 
writes, “As a contrast society the church is formed around a set of beliefs and practices 
which continually school and form it in a way of life which cannot be derived from the 
particular culture in which it is found, but must be embodied in translatable forms within 
a particular culture.”36 For DMC, to live an ecclesial contrast culture is to be there for 
each other. In the eyes of the congregation, postmodern living is increasingly relative and 
individualistic, and looking after each other as friends and neighbors provides a Kingdom 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
34 It is worthy of note that one particular battle DMC has experienced over the decades has been 
the sense of being a young church within the Methodist Connexion. Having “elders” who provide 
continuity and sense of establishment has been important, and has helped DMC to indeed become fully 
formed as a large and important church.  
 
35 Roxburgh and Boren, Introducing the Missional Church. 
 
36 Alan Roxburgh, "The Missional Church," Theology Matters 10, no. 4 (2004). 
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contrast to “the way of the world.”37 Many in the congregation attest to this level of care 
and attention, with the most common language of reference being that “DMC church is a 
very warm church.”  
This has, until recently, portrayed the value that everyone is important and 
everyone has a part to play. But now, with fewer helpers, and with the elders giving up 
much of the cultural sway over the congregation, the culture within the walls is beginning 
to wane. Church members who are ill continue to attest to a level of care and attention, 
but it is not what it was a decade ago.  
Given this lessening of care by the congregation as a whole, the coffee dock idea 
was developed to create points of contact between the congregation and the local 
community. The community engagement coordinator said, “The big realization in my 
new job is the ‘community’ is not out there. But it is in the 1200 people who come 
through this building each week.”38 Being the contact person for the different club 
secretaries led him to consider how DMC is viewed in the wider community. He 
pondered, “Are we a presence that people are thankful for, because we are seen as a 
bunch of Christians who stick to their guns on boundary issues and hold a definite 
doctrine, or are we seen as a bunch of people who are ultimately unwelcoming?”39   
The plan was simple: buy some good coffee and set up an area where people 
could partake in free tea or coffee during of the time they are using the building. The plan 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
37 This common expression in Ireland clarifies the deliberate segregation between the “way of 
God,” as demonstrated most fully by the Church, and the “way of the world,” as judged by a lack of 
morality and “godliness” in Irish/Northern Irish society.  
 
38 Ridpath interview, September 2013. 
 
39 Ibid. 
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also involved asking for volunteers from the congregation who would give an hour or two 
to look after the dock. This involved giving out the tea and coffee, and most significantly, 
creating relationships with those present. The community engagement coordinator 
created the plan, communicated the plan to the minister first, the church council next, and 
then to the congregation by way of Sunday announcements. Everything was set in motion, 
and people from the congregation were invited to participate. 
The hesitation in the congregation was palpable. Very few people offered to help, 
which led to inertia in the plan. The equipment was purchased, but without volunteers 
coming forward to physically carry out the plan, no schedule was made. For several 
months no action was taken. Eventually, one of the circuit stewards took it upon himself 
to create movement.40 Alongside his wife, he turned up at the church one Friday night to 
set up the dock while parents and boys were arriving for Boy’s Brigade. Thus the coffee 
dock came to life, and other volunteers were scheduled.  
Two important aspects are notable related to the coffee dock ministry. The first is 
awareness that “we are not the only inhabitants of this space.”41 This is a first step on the 
road to recognition of “the other.” Atkins writes provocatively of how the “Decade of 
Evangelism” in the UK, throughout the 1990s, saw the death of large-scale mass 
evangelism in favour of a recognition of “the other.”42 Atkins sees the following elements 
as providing markers of the shift: “Being comes before doing”; “Lives and lips are in 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
40 In the Methodist system, the stewards are the central hinge between the minister and the 
congregation. They provide important leadership and are treated as second to the minister within the 
decision-making processes of the local congregation.  
 
41 This was the phrase used by one interviewee when asked the question, “What has changed at 
DMC over the last two years?” The interviews took place between February and May 2014. 
 
42 Atkins, Resourcing Renewal, 167-174. 
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agreement”; “Being vulnerable is as important as being strong”; “Being real is better than 
always being right”; “Being close is better than being distant”; “Travelling together on 
the journey is as important as arriving together”; “Inviting people to believe is inviting 
people to belong (and vice versa).”43 The members of DMC seem to instinctively know 
that things are different, and that they need to “do” something different in their 
evangelism. They would agree with Atkins that getting to know their neighbours who use 
the church premises is a first step to being real and authentic travellers together with them. 
This mindset recognises that there is “an other,” and it recognises that “the other” is not 
going to come into the church on a Sunday.  
The second aspect to note at this stage is that movement in this experiment began 
because one couple finally decided to simply “make it happen.” Despite the lengthy 
process of imagining the idea, gaining approval, and acquiring resources, the project 
stymied due to a lack of volunteers. Finally, one family, who noted that they were going 
to be at the church anyway on a Friday (bringing their own young son to the Boy’s 
Brigade), decided to get out the resources that had been acquired and offer coffee to other 
parents who were in attendance. Hence, action began.  
Peter Block and John McKnight, in their book, The Abundant Community, write, 
“Of all the policy changes necessary to reactivate our community life and the care of our 
democratic society, redefining the uses of time is the most important and the most 
difficult. To make time available requires a radical shift in institutional policy and a 
cultural shift by neighbours who are accustomed to trying to buy a life rather than make a 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
43 Ibid. 
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life.”44 Part of how this “awakening” is carried out, according to McKnight and Block, 
involves simple steps toward building authentic community.45 These simple steps include 
taking note of what lies around us; making the gifts already present available to all; 
creating and building healthy and helpful associations; offering hospitality; and 
concentrating on the things that connect people.  
What is most noticeable is that it starts small. Through small connections and 
conversations around the “gathering table,” there is a chance to subvert the forces of 
western consumer commodification. One cannot help but be impressed that at DMC, one 
couple decided to take the idea that others were failing to make so, and simply make it so. 
If they had not done this, the plans may have never come to fruition. This couple saw 
what lay around them, offered themselves through the giving of their time, created a 
hospitable moment, and began to create connections around a gathering table for those 
who also found themselves present. It was not earth-shattering strategic development; it 
was one couple making it happen. My reflections on the experiment cover the early 
months of 2014, as this is when coffee dock was functioning, and reflections on it took 
place. 
In conclusion, noting how this experiment came about—small ways with a small 
number of people—leads to questions of wider considerations within the congregation as 
a whole. The next section asks questions of what those wider culture considerations are. 
It considers what was changing within the congregation in order to create the space for 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
44 Peter Block and John McKnight, The Abundant Community: Awakening the Power of Families 
and Neighborhoods (San Francisco: Berret-Koehler, 2010), 160. 
 
45 McKnight and Block use their last chapter to set down a strategic formula for gathering 
individuals around the table and pushing back the tide of consumer commodification. They call these 
simple steps an “awakening.” 
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one small experiment by that small group of people. The data from seventeen interviews 
is analyzed in reference to this topic.  
 
Data Developed 
This section reports on seventeen interviews carried out with members of DMC 
between January and April 2014. The central hypothesis is that the missional change 
process gained a momentum of its own while appearing to have ended. Evidence offered 
for this is the coffee dock experiment. The aim of these interviews was to gather data in 
order to assess any cultural shift that had taken place which created the space for the 
coffee dock experiment to happen. The goal was to determine what cultural signifiers 
were present in the congregation that can assist further understanding of this cultural shift. 
These interviews were carried out in line with three specific frameworks—appreciative 
inquiry, representation of the whole, and testing the hypothesis—and led to twelve 
observations regarding ecclesial understandings and missional imagination within DMC.  
 
Framework 1: Appreciative Inquiry 
David L. Cooperrider and Diana Whitney write, “Appreciative Inquiry involves, 
in a central way, the art and practice of asking questions that strengthen a system’s 
capacity to apprehend, anticipate and heighten positive potential. It centrally involves the 
mobilization of inquiry through the crafting of the ‘unconditional positive question.’”46 In 
contrast to problem solving, AI aims to stimulate and embrace the positive memories of 
an organisation, people, place or institution. Cooperrider and Whitney continue, “In AI 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
46 David L. Cooperrider and DianaWhitney, "Appreciative Inquiry: A Positive Revolution in 
Change": The Change Handbook: The Definitive Resource on Today's Best Methods for Engaging Whole 
Systems, ed. Tom Devane, Peggy Holman, and Steven Cady (San Francisco: Berrett-Koehler, 2007), 246. 
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the arduous task of intervention gives way to the speed of imagination and innovation. 
Instead of negation, criticism, and spiraling diagnosis, there is discovery, dream, and 
design. AI seeks fundamentally to build a constructive union between a whole people and 
the massive entirety of what people talk about as past and present capacities.”47 It fosters 
the use of imagination, and invites new futures for an organization through “initiating” a 
process that accentuates the positive. By firstly “inquiring” about those narratives which 
have given life and meaning, AI stirs people to explore themselves them at their best, 
their most accomplished, their most reflective. Participants are then asked to “imagine” 
their future—to dream, to be free of present limitations and obstacles. Finally they are 
invited to “innovate” this new future through the depth of shared experiences and 
learnings that act as a treasure trove for forward momentum.48  
Having previously used AI in Dundrum with the Guiding Team, it was important 
to imbed previous learning. It was therefore natural (to help imbed cultural shift) to 
maintain consistency and continue this method. AI avoided the natural mechanisms of 
linear results-driven appraisal, as those interviewed were brought into a reflective 
dialogue rather than linear assessment. It was important to use AI because “Appreciative 
Inquiry cannot be well understood or practiced if it is seen just as a strategy for change or 
a method of research. It is both of these but it is more. AI is a different way for the people 
of an organization to know, to communicate, to discern, and to imagine.”49  
 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
47 Ibid., 250. 
 
48 Mark Lau Branson, Memories, Hopes, and Conversations: Appreciative Inquiry and 
Congregational Change (Herdon, VA: Alban, 2004), 67-75. 
 
49 Ibid.  
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Framework 2: A Representative Sample of Interviewees 
To provide qualitative analysis on the coffee dock experiment, I talked with 
people who were directly involved in the project or who would take note of what was 
happening in the church because of it. This involved the minister of the congregation and 
senior leaders. I also approached people with previous association to the missional 
imagination project. Proceeding with this framework, I sought balance in gender, 
experience, and leadership role/function within the congregation. Weiss explains, “A 
random sample is always an unbiased representation of the population from which it is 
drawn. When, as is most often the case, we must make do with a convenience sample, we 
should try to ensure that it contains adequate range on critically important dimensions.”50 
In line with evidence of missional change through the development of the coffee 
dock, I invited nineteen people to have conversation with me around the area of missional 
engagement. The desire was to recognize frameworks important to these small cultural 
changes, and invite further dialogue and reflection upon these frameworks. Initial contact 
was through invitation to local coffee shops, with an explanation that missional activity in 
Dundrum would be the topic of conversation.51 Seventeen people responded positively to 
the request. All seventeen began the process with face-to-face conversation. Of these 
seventeen, five did not continue the conversation beyond the initial discussion, nine 
continued to respond via email or additional meetings, and two corresponded via email 
(after the initial face-to-face dialogue).  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
50 Weiss, Learning from Strangers, 212. 
 
51 This method of interviewing is advanced by Weiss as Narrative or Conversational interviewing 
(ibid. 207). It is unstructured, and allows the interviewer to have established set questions. But also it 
permits freedom to go where answers to the set questions take the conversation, thus allowing for proper 
dialogue and reflection.  
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All seventeen participants are regular attendees of one of the Sunday services.52 
Of these seventeen, ten are male and seven were female. Two are older adults (aged sixty 
or older), eight are middle aged (aged forty to fifty-nine), and eight are young adults 
(aged twenty to thirty-nine). Seven of those interviewed have attended DMC for more 
than ten years, seven have attended between three and ten years, and three have attended 
for less than three years. Five are non-Irish nationals (one American, one South African, 
one English, and one Northern Irish), while the rest are Irish nationals. 
 
Framework 3: Missional Change Model Hypothesis 
My hypothesis is that while many within the leadership and congregation of DMC 
sensed the missional imagination project had ground to a halt, the wheels of missional 
change had not ceased to turn. With the advantage of hindsight, it seems that the 
missional change model had led to deeper understandings of mission and had directly 
fueled the appointment of a community engagement coordinator. The congregation was 
ready for stage four of the process—experimenting.  
To investigate this hypothesis, I set about gathering stories and information 
concerning any shifts in self-understanding and practice over the previous eighteen 
months. To obtain legitimate demonstration of causation I used the same approach in 
every interview.53 Advance warning of the questions was given, and further conversation 
was informed by the answers to initial questions. The two questions were, “Can you tell 
me what you recognize as the most worthwhile things happening around DMC?” and 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
52 A regular attendee is one who attends at least half of the services every month. 
 
53 Weiss, Learning from Strangers, 179. 
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“Do you think/sense things have changed around DMC over the last two years? If so, 
what are those things and what do you think has led to them?”   
The interviews were not recorded in order to keep a sense of informality. With 
permission, I did take notes of key phrases and ideas that were expressed. When each 
interview was finished, I wrote down a record of the discussion that had taken place. If 
necessary, I used email to follow up with interviewees in order to clarify initial 
conversations. This left me with coded observations and identifying quotes from each 
interview. This in turn allowed me to collate material in line with local and inclusive 
integration, and to set the data against my hypothesis outlined above.54 The following 
twelve observations arise from these interviews, and are intertwined with theological 
reflections in the form of questions to be mirrored to the church council. 
 
Observations from the Interviews 
The following qualitative observations are made with direct reference to the 
interviews. Together, these twelve observations provide analysis regarding how DMC 
considers its current space of mission activity. In line with the rest of this project, this 
involves questions of “How did we get here?” and “What does this current space suggest 
about our future?” 
 
Observation 1: The “Inner Life” of the Congregation 
The “inner life” of the congregation is important to the leaders of DMC. DMC is 
very involved in fulfilling people’s needs. It has a cafe church, two services on a Sunday, 
the Encounter Worship event, a boot camp fitness program, and church lunches—all in 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
54 Ibid., 158-162. 
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order to provide for assumed needs. One interviewee, a leader at DMC, states, “If we 
want people to be missional, then how can they do that if we don’t have a discipleship 
that leads to mind and heart being engaged—which gives people the desire to be ‘out 
there’ in the neighbourhoods?”55 This same leader continues, “But if we don’t look after 
ourselves we won’t be in a position to look after others. You can’t give what you don’t 
have. I can’t give the love of God if I don’t have it.”56 This desire to be a spiritually 
attuned congregation before reaching out in mission is qualified by another leader: “If 
you don’t spend time with God—if you don’t love yourself—it’s hard to love others.”57 
This reaction is a normative response in reactive leadership as it transitions into crisis.58  
This mindset leads to a desire for strong preaching and teaching, and a belief that 
the Sunday worship service should be adequate for sending members into the world. One 
young leader comments, “Leaders have a responsibility to feed people to help them 
give.”59 This desire for worship experiences that nurture the congregation into mission is 
evidenced by a response qualifying the desire for a more “spiritual” depth in the church: 
“I believe growth in church life is to do with God's timing and us being prepared to seize 
the moment.”60 Hence, once-off events have “built up the faithful.” To others in the 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
55 Interviewee #11, 11th March 2014. All of the interviews cited in this chapter took place in 
the city of Dundrum as part of the evaluation phase of the missional change process. 
 
56 Ibid. 
 
57 Interviewee #12, 3rd February 2014. 
 
58 Roxburgh, "The Missional Church," 41. 
 
59 Interviewee #8, 30th January 2014. 
 
60 Interviewee #9, 10th April 2014.  
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congregation, those who have been “built up” are “the spiritual ones”—those who really 
drive the business of being church.61  
 
Observation 2: DMC’s “Commitment Issues” 
Members of DMC today are less committed to ministry than they used to be. One 
interviewee stated, “People are just less committed to the church than they were when I 
first got married. People need to be committed and faithful in order to find the desire to 
be outside.”62 While this comment and others like it point toward the need to feel settled 
and secure in one’s own faith before sharing it, it also transmits the belief that if one is a 
Christian, he or she will give time and energy to the church. A thoughtful leader iterated 
that there was now “a bit more of a buzz [around DMC] I think, more people getting 
involved and volunteering, [and yet] there is still a large group who literally turn up on 
Sunday morning and nothing else.”63 Demonstrated here is an ecclesiology that believes 
faith demands participation. Volunteers have played an important part of DMC’s history, 
and the church’s leaders desire to see this willingness to volunteer again.  
 
Observation 3: Welcoming Those Who Use the Building 
Creating links to those already on the doorstep of the church has begun to open 
the door to wider understandings of mission. The community development coordinator 
reports, “The ‘community’ is not out there, but is in the 1200 people who come through 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
61 C.f. the comment from another senior leader, “There is a group of people who are spiritual and 
they—if you like—would drive a lot of things that others would not buy into.” 
 
62 Interviewee #11, 15th January 2014.  
 
63 Interviewee #13, 28th March 2014. 
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this building in the week, literally the ones on our doorstep.”64 He was one of many 
people who mentioned the vast amount of people entering the premises every week. One 
young new member of the church commented that upon arrival at DMC he knew 
immediately, “We are not the only inhabitants of the space,” because that is the message 
that comes from the front of the church.65 This leads to “a lot more awareness existing 
regarding who is coming through the door and why.”66 One senior member commented, 
“This building is ours—we should use it well.”67  
While this observation arose a lot, one particular aspect stood out. The bowling 
club is well known amongst town bowlers. The club is seen as successful and well run. It 
occurs three times a week in order to meet the demand for membership. One of the senior 
ladies in the church runs the club with her husband, and it was reported to me that this 
particular couple “serves like nothing else. She makes people sign in so she can serve 
them, make them tea, chat with them, play bowls with them. She’s brilliant, and she 
makes him [her husband] do it as well.”68 The same interviewee mentioned that they are 
connecting their passion for bowls with their faith, and this is why the club has met so 
much success and enjoys such a positive reputation. The bowls club is seen as a standout 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
64 Interviewee #10, 7th February 2014.  
 
65 Interviewee #15, 30th January 2014.  
 
66 Ibid.  
 
67 Interviewee #7, 9th April 2014.  
 
68 Interviewee #8, 30th January 2014.  
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activity because it is “growing,” those leading the club love it, as opposed to “having to” 
do it, and “it is pure,” that is, there is no hidden agenda of evangelization.69 
While almost everyone in interviews spoke about a new awareness of those who 
use the building and a desire to serve and connect with this population, there was an 
interesting tangent with the local Tai Chi club. They were refused permission to use the 
premises due to the fact that the group may bring a “different spiritual dynamic.” This 
gave the new community engagement coordinator serious pause for thought regarding 
how the community viewed the church. He personally expressed a desire to be part of a 
church that welcomed everyone in its community. Another interviewee reflected a 
minority opinion on whether it matters or not who comes in, stating that DMC has 
“plenty of ideas but a real hesitancy to change thinking. [Getting] people inside the 
church walls is not necessarily what we want and need to do.”70 
 
Observation 4: The “People in the Pews” Mentality 
A “people in pews” mentality pervades at DMC, meaning members are focused 
on attendance numbers on Sunday mornings. This is accompanied by a desire to have 
people come into a relationship with God. The evangelical position of the Irish Methodist 
Church is not in doubt. A traditionally conservative and temperate organization, the work 
of Rev. Dr. John Stephens demonstrates that the majority of ordained Methodist ministers 
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in Ireland consider themselves to be leading conservative evangelical churches—bringing 
Stephens to the contention that most ministers are by default conservative evangelical.71  
The question of whether a congregation grows a culture that forms a minister, or 
whether a minister grows a culture that forms the congregation, is important here. Using 
DMC as an example, the minister readily identifies with the term evangelical but resists 
the label conservative. The congregation evidences evangelicalism by central importance 
being placed on Scripture, commitment to a personal conversion, faith sharing, and belief 
in the intimacy of relationship with God.72 However, neither senior leadership nor the 
congregation asks deeper questions of how theology impacts ecclesiology (or vice versa). 
Thus, the mindset is maintained that growing numbers on a Sunday demonstrates faithful 
service to God.  
There is a paradox within DMC—the church desires to be successful in meeting 
the needs of the local community, yet sees those needs as all being met through a 
personal relationship with God. One interviewee expressed this well:  
I believe the main mission of the church should be (and maybe not necessarily 
currently is) a conglomeration of two statements. We should always seek to have 
our actions focused through God’s eyes. But also I believe he wants to see all his 
children come to him, therefore we should have a “witness” aspect. However, in 
doing so we need to realise where the community’s needs lie, and in supporting 
them within these also create ways in which faith in Christ can become a reality 
for them.73  
 
Ironically, this answer only meets the needs of the congregation to survive, and does not 
meet the needs of the local community. Another interviewee, recognizing this 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
71 Stephens, "Making Sense of Our Census." 
 
72 As signposts to what it means to be “evangelical,” I have used Brian McLaren, A Generous 
Orthodoxy (Grand Rapids: Zondervan Youth Specialities 2004), 115-121. 
 
73 Interviewee #10, email to author, 7th March 2014. 
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juxtaposition, spoke of the improved attitude of the church to the community outside, but 
critiqued the actions of some within the church who have missed the point of being 
missional. He said, “[Their actions] point to a desire to get things back to the way they 
were.”74 When I questioned further, challenging the “end point” of getting people into 
pews, he expressed that this was a worthy goal: “What if people want bums on seats to 
bring them into a personal relationship with Jesus? That’s all right.”75 The logic of the 
equation—people outside plus mission endeavour equals people inside which equals 
souls saved— is hard to challenge, but it is a million miles from missional cultural shift. 
 
Observation 5: The Importance of Being Welcoming 
DMC considers itself very welcoming. People will be greeted and looked after. 
One comment sums it up: “We do welcome very well!”76 Church members will go to 
long lengths to make others comfortable. Young and old attest to it. One member reports, 
“I would use the word inclusion. If they [church members] see someone new, or [who] 
hasn't found their place in the church family, they [the congregation] will make every 
effort to help them partake.”77 A new member adds, “When I first arrived I remember 
being, like, ‘handed off’ to loads of people on a Sunday morning. It was a definite sense 
of wanting to get to know people . . . I felt welcomed. Like, genuinely.”78  
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75 Ibid.  
 
76 Interviewee #2, 19th February 2014. 
 
77 Interviewee #16, 3rd March 2014.  
 
78 Interviewee #14, 11th February 2014.  
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Another side to this exists, though. One person who experienced a warm welcome 
and who now aims to give it commented, “I try not to gravitate toward people I know, 
which is intentional, but that is not what other people my age do. I’m like, why do you do 
that?”79 It is also interesting to note that there is an African church which meets on the 
premises every Sunday afternoon. One faithful member of the contemporary service 
mournfully remarked, “Although I see them every week when I am leaving after the 
second service, no one in second service, including me who leaves when the Africans are 
coming in, seems to know or acknowledge by name any member of that church.”80 
 
Observation 6: The Two Service Question 
The “two service question” still dominates much discussion.81 Even though the 
problem is officially “resolved,” thirteen out of the seventeen interviewees made mention 
of it. One person said, “A positive thing is the variety of worship. We have the two 
services. Now, personally, I see church as family and that it would be better to keep the 
tension all in one service—but some people are kept happy with this and that’s fine with 
me.”82 Another person commented that a “positive note” from the last two years has been 
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80 Interviewee #12, 2nd April 2014.  
 
81 This refers to the decision of the previous minister (seven years ago) to take the church to a two-
congregation church on Sunday morning: one traditional and one contemporary. A residue of resentment 
has been present for many years, and two years ago during a Methodist Lay Witness weekend in the 
church, a guest spoke to the congregation concerning a Word from the Prophet Isaiah when “two streams 
come together and flow as one.” This was considered by many in the congregation as a Word from God 
encouraging them to bless and encourage each other. In the eyes of the senior leadership, this settled the 
issue—adequately dealing with years of angst. 
 
82 Interviewee #15, 11th March 2014. 
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the fact that “there has been a lot more effort—I’m not sure how successful it’s been—at 
getting the two services to do similar things so they are on the same page.”83  
One interviewee mentioned the two service issue as a success in moving forward: 
“The drain of the tensions that arose over the setting up of the second service seems to 
have finally worked itself out, and people in both congregations are beginning to have 
more interest in looking forward rather than backwards defensively. As a result, both 
congregations are growing in confidence, respect for each other, and to some extent in 
numbers.”84 With 80 percent of people interviewed making reference to the “two service 
problem,” three things are clear. One, the problem is not over. Two, the focus is internal. 
Three, if a congregation is focused inward, it is not engaging with its neighbours. In 
calling for a church that propels the Gospel, Newbigin writes, “The mission of the 
Church is not merely an interpretation of history; it is—in Berkhoff’s phrase—a history-
making force.” 85  
 
Observation 7: The Presence of Cultural “Banter” 
Thomas Cahill begins his treatise on “How the Irish saved civilization” with the 
following words: “The word Irish is seldom coupled with the word civilization. . . . The 
Irish are wild, feckless, charming, or morose, repressed, and corrupt, but not especially 
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civilized.”86 I mention this because a narrative that could only be described as “typically 
Irish” arose in several interviews. One individual said,“People are good at pointing out 
flaws. Within the church, within the leadership, within the community, people can always 
point out what is wrong and complain about it.”87 
Despite the AI approach to the questions, several conversations quickly turned 
toward what might be called pettiness, for example, how long a particular meeting takes, 
how some people will attend any service except the café church, how the youth music is 
terrible, or how there is a lack of youth involvement. This is “an ingrained habit of the 
defensive.”88 There was no one blamed for all that is wrong, but a subliminal culture of 
berating lies just below the surface of interaction. Understanding human nature 
rationalizes much of this observation, but “in maintaining the mission and core values of 
the organization or community, the well-being of the group during dire times, little things 
can make a big difference.”89 Small expressions, personal preferences, passive aggressive 
skirmishes, and comments that begin, “You don’t need to repeat this but . . .” all provide 
evidence of Irish banter. The result is conversation and cups of tea around a kitchen table 
serve to diminish the social standing of one individual over that of another. Power and 
control—or more accurately, the lack of these—sit in the midst of this conundrum.  
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Observation 8: The Word Missional 
The word missional is experiencing a rebirth, after being a fad and then almost a 
swear word. Van Gelder quotes Roxburgh: “The word ‘missional’ seems to have 
travelled the remarkable path of going from obscurity to banality in only one decade.”90 
The terminology has experienced a similar and even quicker journey at DMC After initial 
intrigue and welcome, within three years the word missional had overstayed its welcome; 
people were tired of it.91  
Comments from those interviewed varied when conversation moved to missional 
language. One person confessed, “[We] are more aware than we were three years ago. 
But we’re still selfish. People still want to be looked after so they can serve."92 Referring 
specifically to the process of the missional change model, one person said, “The process 
was like being a child getting a ‘write an essay on whatever you want.’ The vague was 
present—although looking back there seems to be more of process present than I had 
thought. And it has been worthy.”93 Positively I heard, “There has been a lot of chat over 
the years about the mission of the church here in Dundrum, but no action. It has been a 
slow process but things are beginning to grow.”94 
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Turning the conversations toward what people actually understood by the 
language of missional, there was broad agreement. Comments included the following: 
“Missional to me is discerning the will of God, whilst prayerfully finding out the needs of 
others and supporting them within those”; “It’s going out—rather than inviting in”; “The 
church is the community we go to them not us”; “To be missional is to be the church ‘in’ 
and with the community. Not focusing on bums on seats”; “For me it’s looking out into 
the community and going out where the people are rather than trying to entice them in.”95 
It is clear from these responses that “our missional conversations helped us to consider 
ways to reach our local community.”96 This is a central tenet of culture shift taking place 
within DMC. Intellectually, church members—especially those more closely engaged 
with the missional process—recognize that God’s future is not going to be found “in 
here.”  
But, critically for action-reflection, this understanding has not been followed up. 
One person reported, “We now have a much more proactive aspiration to go beyond the 
status quo. People are trying to do this . . . but we haven't launched out. We have 
employed people but we are not really doing it yet.”97 Another comment concurs, “The 
Missional Church initiative has meant involving people who would not normally be 
involved, and some have responded. For me it has produced a hope that as a church we 
will step out and get our feet wet, and I’ve seen that in others who are more 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
95 Interviewee #4, email to author, 21st March 2014; Interviewee #5, email to author, 22nd 
March 2014; Interviewee #2, email to author, 10th February 2014; Interviewee #10, email to author, 
28th February 2014; Interviewee #14, email to author, 29th March 2014. 
 
96 Interviewee #13, 28th March 2014. 
 
97 Interviewee #8, 25th February 2014.  
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committed.”98 Another person said, “We need to embrace more than looking after those 
inside—we need to be outward looking and engaging.”99 
Of particular interest was when one email response moved into the third person to 
answer, linguistically distancing himself from the congregation: “They are in the process 
of developing a missional imagination—envisioning what that might mean, but they don’t 
quite understand it. . . . They are questioning the current patterns of thought and way of 
doing church and they are wondering how to do that differently.”100 In this comment, the 
speaker removes himself from the congregation, from the sense of community and family 
where the struggle is. A missional imagination knows that it must travel with others into 
what God is doing in the neighbourhood. To talk of “them” as people who “don’t get it 
yet” actually belies a truth that the speaker is not there yet either. 
It seems that after an initial embrace, followed by sceptical distancing, people 
welcome missional terminology and it has now come to be accepted as a useful way to 
engage ecclesiological reflection. Grasping the realities of language used provides the 
opportunity to at least clarify meaning and provoke paradigmatic presumptions 
surrounding ecclesiology. 
 
Observation 9: Having a “Mission Person” Employed Is Seen as Part of the Solution 
The members of DMC sense that they are making forward strides in missional 
imagination because they have employed a community engagement coordinator. One 
lady said, “There seems to be a lot of activity in the church which is a good thing from 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
98 Interviewee #1, 31st January 2014.  
 
99 Interviewee #7, 7th March 2014.  
 
100 Interviewee #16, email to author, 14th March 2014. Italics added. 
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the point of view of getting people to know us. I think it was a good idea to appoint a 
Community Engagement Coordinator.”101 Another senior leader ties missional thinking 
to this appointment by acknowledging they now have an ability to engage “the 
community beyond the community. The third level church community if you like.”102  
The person in this role has been able to enjoy face-to-face contact with many of 
the local groups who use the premises. He has become the “face of the church” to the 
local community. A senior leader said, “The appointment of . . . our Church Outreach 
coordinator has been a positive action. We are at last recognizing the mission field that 
regularly comes into the building instead of constantly wishing ‘the church’ . . . would go 
do mission in the community outside. It seems to us that this is a vital and realistic first 
step.”103 With all seventeen of the interviewees making reference to this new position, it 
is clear that they place hope in what will be provided. To have meaningful interaction 
with the community—albeit the community that are already gathering to use the church 
buildings—is regarded as very positive. 
With this observation comes the realization that the interviews did not express any 
concern regarding this new role. Though it can be beneficial for inspiring missional 
imagination, a paid position professionalizes community interaction and solidifies 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
101 Interviewee #7, 22nd February 2014.  
 
102 Interviewee #16, 11th March 2014. This elder framed the first level of community as those who 
are regular Sunday worshippers, the second level community as those wider family and friends who are 
connected to the regular Sunday worshippers, and the third level as those who are connected to the church 
through external use of the building. They are part of the church community via attendance as a “space for 
hire.” 
 
103 Interviewee #8, email to author, 12th April 2014. 
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congregational dependence on paid staff. It exacerbates an already inflated clergy-centric 
culture. The fact that this was not mentioned is notable. 
 
Observation 10: The Segmentation of Church Members into Certain Groups 
It became normative that interviewees would refer to certain demographic groups 
within the church, such as the youth, young families, single adults, or seniors. More 
noticeable is what was absent—the language of family attachment that defines the 
national Methodist movement.104 One young adult named it a positive trait that “young 
adults” were returning to the church.105 Another interviewee spoke of the age-specific 
nature of aspects of the church, while two interviewees focused on the smaller numbers 
of youth.106 Comments like these are a signpost of the willingness, albeit subconsciously, 
to fragment the church into manageable portions of people. This enables leaders to better 
understand, evaluate, and if necessary fix any problems that are evident. While it may 
work as a strategic tool for control, it mitigates against the sense of family that DMC 
claims it wishes to embrace.  
 
Observation 11: Missional Is Seen as Something We “Do” to Those “Out There” 
Critically, many of those interviewed expressed the mission of DMC not in terms 
of partnering with God, but rather as something which happens in which they are the 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
104 The Methodist Church—in line with many other Methodist movements worldwide—is very 
happy to refer to itself as “The Connexion.” This phrase throughout history has represented a deep sense 
of family belonging. It has, at its best, provided nurture and support for small Methodist communities all 
around the island of Ireland. Within the last decade, however, the realization amongst many in Methodist 
leadership around the island have come to recognise the break-down of “connexion” and the increased 
congregationalist aspect of our operation.  
 
105 Interviewee #9, 6th March 2014.  
 
106 Interviewee #17, 28th March 2014; Interviewee #14, 2nd March 2014. 
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active agent. When asked, “What have you seen change here?” one person responded, 
“We’ve seen a wider need to 'do' stuff. Particularly to those outside.”107 Others 
commented on specific activities. One said, “[We have] fresh ideas of how we can reach 
out to the community and some new activities have been set up such as Boot Camp on 
Saturday mornings.”108 And another said, “There is an idea for a prayer tent at car boot 
sales this spring.”109 The notion that outward focus leads to positive service action is a 
deep default in the congregation. This is partly because they have a strong sense of 
serving each other within the church, and they are naturally inclined to see mission as an 
extension of this care to those outside of the church. Although this commitment to 
servanthood is positive, it can give rise to the sense they themselves are the central agents 
of Kingdom work, rather than God.  
In the minds of many at DMC, to look outside of their walls means to look at the 
needs of the community and provide whatever service is required. Mission is linked to 
action, and strategic development, undergirded by careful analysis of the surrounding 
space, provides the impetus. Yet, as Roxburgh asserts, “only when we as church leaders 
understand that the future is forming offstage and outside the programs will we grasp the 
implications for the reshaping of our life in this new space; recognition that leadership in 
the local church is less and less about creating and managing programs and then trying to 
get people into them and more and more about creating the environments that foster 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
107 Interviewee #14, 11th March 2014. 
 
108 Interviewee #15, 20th February 2014.  
 
109 Interviewee #12, 13th April 2014.  
 
70 
interconnections and conversations among people.”110 A response to questions of 
missional imagination at DMC has been to move actions of care from inside the church to 
outside. In the midst of this, however, there are hints of paradigm shift. One interviewee 
said, “People are less thinking just service projects than two years ago. I suppose this is 
important.”111 There is on some level a desire to think differently.  
 
Observation 12: Real Connections with Those Outside  
Are Seen as Important for Missional Imagination 
To finish on a positive observation, seeds of paradigm shift are beginning to take 
root. One person said,  
It’s the small things. You know—for example, a sign maker that I worked with as 
part of my voluntary work in the church for years, and recently he asked my 
opinion about something to do with the church, and, well, we were able to have 
conversation. Also there’s a girl in the Girls Brigade—she has somehow managed 
to bring her whole family to church on Sundays. Those small connections, real 
ones, they are important.112  
 
The importance of small connections and dwelling in the midst of those amongst whom 
we live is alluded to in the following comment: “There is old building in the village, right 
in the middle of it, beside the chapel and opposite the old shopping centre—I wonder 
could we open it for a drop-in for young people in the evening, maybe a coffee shop 
during day? Could the churches do it together? You know, actually create a place for just 
hanging out and helping young people with risky behaviours.”113 Another person 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
110 Roxburgh, Introducing the Missional Church, 169. 
 
111 Interviewee #3, 6th April 2014.  
 
112 Interviewee #15, 11th March 2014.  
 
113 Interviewee #12, 2nd March 2014.  
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expressed the importance of providing non-threatening ways for people to connect to 
God: “I worry about us trying to be churchy—you know, saying, ‘Why don't you come 
on a Sunday morning?’ Other things are needed after contact is made . . . maybe things 
like Open Doors [or] an Alpha course, etc.? It has to be non-threatening.”114 
To dwell amongst our neighbours is to engage them without an agenda. Although 
this is still not present in the comments above, there are signals that focus shift is taking 
place. From this further action and reflection, genuine missional engagement can grow. 
One individual has recognized the importance of sharing stories of cultural engagement, 
introduced into the worship at DMC as, “This Time Tomorrow.”115 He said,  
The “This Time Tomorrow” slot is helping make connections between members, 
with a growing recognition that individuals are living out their faith during the 
week. So perhaps this elusive “church” is not as inactive as we were all being led 
to believe. There are plenty of church members who are busy doing mission work 
already and have been for some time. Now that there is more interaction and 
conversation amongst the congregation and are hearing about these things.116 
 
 
The Coffee Dock: Part Two 
This section presents an analysis of the coffee dock experiment using action-
reflection with five participants directly involved in the experiment. Despite a lack 
volunteers to run the dock in the evenings (only Tuesday and Friday evenings are 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
114 Interviewee #13, 28th March 2014. Open Doors is a time set aside for socializing in the 
church building when staff of the church will be present to have discussion over tea/coffee. Alpha is 
a course for those wanting to explore the Christian faith.  
 
115 Every two weeks the minister will interview a member of the congregation and ask him or her 
what he or she will be doing “this time tomorrow.” This slot, in a normal worship service, is aimed at 
bridging the gap between church and what is often seen as “real life.” Those being interviewed will talk 
about their work, their friends, and often they will talk about the ways in which their faith impacts the 
people they interact with every day. Interviewee #2, by email, received 20th December 2013. 
 
116 Interviewee #7, 14th April 2014. 
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guaranteed), the dock sees a growing use during the day. This is facilitated by the 
community engagement coordinator and the youth worker.117  
 
Positive Outcomes 
Those who run the coffee dock attest to meaningful conversations and 
connections through the dwelling that takes place. One individual shared the following:  
One morning during the coffee dock just before Christmas I served a large 
number of people from two groups, I even had to get more chairs out as we ran 
out. A number of the people who sat down didn’t know the other people sitting 
down, and therefore community was built! Two of them also mentioned to me 
that they arrived early to pick up their kids especially because they knew that the 
coffee dock was on! This is EXACTLY what we are aiming for, people 
recognizing it is there for them, and a space where we can help form community 
in the church. The live nativity was talked about during this time, and a number of 
them noted down the date, and brought their children! We are building 
community, in the house of God.118 
 
Another volunteer has been sharing conversations with a non-church lady who attends a 
self-help group on the premises. The lady said to her, “I’ve been to a few churches, but 
do you know what I like about this church, it has a real community feel.”119 
When I posed the question, “What do you know now, that you did not know 
before you began hanging out at the coffee dock?” one response was, “God is at 
work.”120 The sense is due to the fact that people are coming to gatherings on the church 
premises and finding solace in merely being listened to. Hence, the learning that sharing 
life through conversation is breaking down barriers. Another volunteer in the mornings 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
117 This is particularly when the groups for mothers and babies are meeting on the premises, and 
when the bowls clubs are meeting two mornings a week. 
 
118 Interviewee #10, email to author, 28th March 2014.  
 
119 Ibid. 
 
120 Interviewee #9, 4th March 2014. 
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attests to one patron telling her she appreciates the feeling of being “welcome” in the 
church, and also “listened to” and “cared for.”121  
The couple who runs the dock on a Friday night have noted that there are parents 
who used to bring a child to the Boy’s Brigade, and would sit in their car during the club, 
listening to the radio or reading. These parents now come into the building and sit with 
others around the table to drink coffee and chat. As time has gone on (currently the dock 
has been running for four months) deeper conversations are taking place, people are 
coming in from their cars, and common links are being formed. These commonalities are 
important to note because they provide bridges to shared life. Friday evening participants 
are parents of older children and teenagers. I spent time conversing with them and 
listening to other conversations taking place, e.g., how difficult it can be to raise a 
teenager in Dublin. I also detected how people responded well to entering the building 
and having those who run the coffee dock greet them by name. This provides value and 
worth to those coming to the table, and in some small way transmits Kingdom value that 
says, “You are known.”  
 
Further Opportunities 
Two further observations have sprung from this small experimenting. First, there 
is in DMC a refreshed desire to engage the community. Recognition of members of the 
community on their premises, whom they do not know, has led to deeper questions of 
need in the wider community. One example comes from a coffee dock volunteer who 
brought together her experiences at the coffee dock and her professional life. Through her 
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work she was aware of a food bank in a neighboring suburb. Her suspicions about the 
need for a food bank in Dundrum were raised through conversations with the new 
community engagement coordinator as well as conversations at the coffee dock. She 
brought her observations together and linked the community engagement coordinator 
with the charity responsible for operating the food bank in the neighbouring suburb.  
Action has been taken on the reflection, and DMC is now opening a food bank for 
those in the area who are living undernourished lives. This is a positive result of people 
getting involved in an action experiment in Dundrum and dialoging with each other and 
with the community around the coffee dock. This is a positive connection to the wider 
community that comes from direct engagement through the coffee dock. As such, if 
reflected upon, it can lead to deeper learning from local communities. This is not a 
changed imagination for the congregation of DMC; it is a positive signpost toward 
helpful action which needs reflection. Stories of connection and how those connections 
show God’s activity in the world will have to be shared with the leadership of the church.  
The second reflection that has led to action as a result of the coffee dock is the 
expansion of the coffee dock into the church car park. With the initial experiment 
showing small wins, the community engagement coordinator and the youth worker saw 
an opportunity to expand the effort. They noticed parents sitting in their cars in the 
church car park while waiting to pick up their children from the neighbouring Wesley 
College. In the words of the community engagement coordinator, 
Myself and Emma [the youth worker] decided to run “car park coffee” to serve 
the parents of Wesley kids who collect them from our car park between 3:40 and 
4:15. We decided we would do it once a week on a Tuesday and be as regular as 
possible. The aim is to simply offer free tea coffee and biscuits to people in their 
cars, and maybe have a little chat while we’re at it. 90% of the people asked were 
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happy to have us come to their car and talk to them, a large number took free 
drinks and the others just have a chat with us. Almost everyone we ask, especially 
the first time we see them, say: “What is this for?” “Are you raising for 
something?” “Why would you do this?” It comes as a huge surprise to most 
people when we tell them there is no catch, we don’t want money, we just want to 
be able to share what we have with them/bless them. There have been a few 
people who would avoid eye contact with us, and wave us away before we even 
got to their car; it seems these people are also in the most expensive cars in the car 
park. Two weeks ago we had our first encounter with a couple of gentlemen who 
actually got out of their cars to come and get the tea from the table. We were able 
to chat as a group and get to know each other a little. This week we noticed one of 
those men coming into the car park again, we waited a little before heading over 
to him, and he again voluntarily got out of his car and came over for his free 
cuppa and a chat. Community engagement is happening, right in our car park!122 
 
The non-threatening approach here was almost always met with suspicion, as 
indicated above. The youth worker explained to me, “It has become one of my favourite 
things in the week. I think it’s because it is breaking down all types of barriers. It is 
actually forcing people to recognise this is a church and not a car park. BMW folks who 
won’t even let you come to their windows—it causes them to think where they are. A 
kind of, ‘Eh, there is something going on here.’”123 When I ask if they find value in doing 
this, the youth worker responded, “Yes, people are seeing church in a positive light with 
no agenda. . . . And now there are actually a few chats going on which is great.”124 
Throughout this expanding of the experiment, more people are being encountered 
who have no experience with the congregation. Again, part the learning is that the few 
people who have exited their cars to have a conversation have begun to share stories of 
life through discussion of their common interests, such as their children and education. 
To know issues you have with your child are not your issues alone provides an opening 	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124 Ibid.  
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for the Spirit of God to enlighten and enlist. The Spirit can enlighten those engaged in the 
conversation to the real lives of those around them, and enlist shades of hope through 
recognition they are not alone, and perhaps gain support, different perspectives, and a 
shared identity as fellow travelers.  
 
Considerations and Challenges 
Primarily, all of the above is the framework for the experiment connecting with 
those who happen to be in or around the church premises, not with the neighbours of 
those who attend the church. The outcomes are extremely positive, but reflection on 
behalf of the church leadership at this point became increasingly difficult.  
It is right at this point to share an important reflection on a missing piece of the 
jigsaw. When investigating the hypothesis that DMC had not “failed” in the process, but 
had made significant steps in cultural change, I progressed as an external researcher. My 
role was not that of the leader of a process, inviting the diffusing of innovation within the 
congregation. The minister, while positive regarding the process, was closely connected 
to another renewal program, and this made it difficult for him to fully embrace the 
missional imagination process.125 He alone was in a position to invite me to a church 
council meeting to discuss whatever findings came about, and this never happened. Other 
church leaders, happy to discuss changes, did not express desire to have the process 
continue. I did not hear, at any point, “What do we do now? Is there another step we can 
take?” The meeting of the revamped Guiding Team brought energy to proceedings and 
led to positive action, however the follow-up discussions with members of that meeting 
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(where I employed coaching techniques for further action-reflection) did not lead to 
further action, rather a more full sense of inaction at not completing the task.  
Further thoughts on the process and lack of action-reflection are as follows. First, 
if I was in the central position of church minister, responsible for the workings of the 
church, I would be in a position to influence wider and deeper action-reflection. This 
would encourage valuable pastoral theology, but would be less adept at shifting the 
problem of a clergy-centric culture. The wider system of Irish Methodism affects the 
diffusion of innovation in the following sense—even where a small group within a 
congregation may initiate and meaningfully reflect upon ecclesial experimentation, any 
minister, sent to that congregation with the authority of the Conference, can 
unintentionally inhibit learning and further action-reflection. The exigencies of the 
Methodist system mean that within three months from the time of writing, a new minister 
will be stationed at DMC.   
Second, small steps of diffusion of innovation have taken place. These 
experiences have to be “bottled, mixed, and shared.” They need to be bottled by 
leadership having conversations with those who have spent time in the coffee dock. They 
need to be mixed with Scripture through observations that invite meaning making 
between what has been experienced and stories of biblical transformation and hospitality. 
And they need to be shared throughout the church by the leadership. For me to encourage 
this, without appearing to be a know-it-all, takes time and positive relationships.  
Third, Schreiter writes that real cultural change is only ever initiated with the 
crossing of boundaries, and it would be justifiable to argue from the experiment above 
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that no boundary has been crossed.126 Yet it is also appropriate to note, as Schreiter does, 
that “change can be expressed in the semiotic system by changing either the spatial 
metaphors or the temporal metaphors.”127 The coffee dock experiment has entered the 
semiotic world of those engaging the building and offered them a new attachment to the 
images, narratives, signs, and symbols they are faced with.  
One worker at the coffee dock related that one morning, “when people had been 
talking with strangers around the table, I overheard a conversation between two middle-
aged women. One was saying to the other that they appreciated this church building, and 
the response from the other was she never recognized it as a church building because this 
place seems so welcoming, yet, maybe this is what church was actually meant to be all 
along—somewhere where people sat and drank coffee!”128 This evidences a new frame of 
reference for those at the table, and interestingly it demonstrates mutuality of learning, 
where the Spirit of God was provoking reflection without any volunteer being in the 
conversation. This shows that at the very least, those engaging in the experiment have 
walked toward a boundary, even if they have not yet crossed it.129  
 
Conclusion 
To summarize, a fleeting thought during a worship service led one individual to 
discuss an idea with the leaders of the church. Permission was granted to set up a coffee 
dock for the hundreds of people who have no connection to the worshipping community 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
126 Schreiter, Constructing Local Theologies, 73. 
 
127 Ibid. 
 
128 Interviewee #14, 22nd Feb 2014. 
 
129 For what emerged with the other experiments mentioned in this chapter, see Appendix 2. 
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but who use the church building every week. After difficult first steps, volunteers have 
been engaging many of those who are in the building at various times. Conversations are 
taking place around tables that bring warmth and shared experiences to light. Outsiders 
are being welcomed, and are in turn providing thoughts on life in south Dublin in 2014. 
To date, another social action project has begun, partly due to the recognitions of 
connections made around the table and the volunteers. And the experiment has grown to 
envelop parents picking up their children from school who park in the church car park. 
These actions have led to parents getting out of their cars and drinking coffee around an 
outdoor table where they often discuss how difficult it can be to parent teenagers in 
Dublin.  
The experiment seems to be “successful” in that people are being cared for, 
listened to, and cherished as individuals. In short, they are being valued and loved. This is 
positive as a Kingdom attribute; however, the chance to enact further deliberate reflection 
is needed in order to continue the budding of missional imagination.  
The processes of the missional change model, despite being viewed as a failed 
experiment eighteen months beforehand, has continued to provide fertile soil for learning 
opportunities. There has been a deeper awareness of the need for action and of the 
narratives of the local community. Action has followed the evaluation of these realities 
through attempts to do something positive for the local community. Through these 
actions, a small experiment has taken place which has begun to provide a wider 
understanding of surrounding narratives. The experiment has already proved flexible by 
increasing its original base.  
80 
My conversations through AI interviews have helped to provoke action-reflection, 
but the continuation of a pastoral theology cycle through further action-reflection remains 
distant. While this is disappointing, I am acutely aware that the basis of this project is the 
observation that the missional change model has continued to have influence after it was 
deemed to have been a failure. It would seem that the way is slowly being traveled for 
“the Church, the friends of God, to be the community that embodies and exemplifies 
virtues that can transform the world in hope.”130 	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
130 Paul J. Wadell, Becoming Friends: Worship, Justice and the Practice Christian Friendship 
(Grand Rapids: Baker, 2002), 18. 
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CHAPTER 3 
REFLECTIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS FOR ACTION 
 
Doing theology is an attempt to renew the face of the earth. It is an invitation to 
dream a courageous dream. 
—Clemens Sedmak, Doing Local Theology 
 
 
Ideally, this chapter would present reflections and recommendations for action 
based upon DMC’s own action-reflection process. But due to the fact that the 
continuation of the coffee dock experiment falls short of the action-reflection necessary 
for broader diffusion of innovation, this chapter primarily outlines my own theological 
reflections and responses to the project. Conclusions and suggestions for action-reflection 
follow at the end of each section, as opposed to being presented in a separate chapter at 
the end of the project. 
 
Ecclesiology 
The great Irish monk, Columbanus, who sojourned the Gospel to the known world 
from my hometown of Bangor, wrote, “Amor non tenet ordiem,” which translates, “Love 
has nothing to do with order.”1 The early Irish monasteries caused their Roman 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1 Columbanus, as quoted in Cahill, How the Irish Saved Civilization, 176.  
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contemporaries a headache with the ordination of women, their own style of confession, 
and their own liturgies and organization.2 Diversity was welcomed and missionary 
adventure was encouraged in the earliest Christian heritage on this island. Today, 
something of that diversity and missionary endeavour still remains in DMC; however, 
now that endeavour faces inward. Even with the experiment that has taken place, most 
missionary activity is directed toward care of those already engaged in the fellowship or 
those who have contact with the fellowship through the use of the premises. That DMC is 
essentially attractional in nature speaks to the heart of the church’s ecclesiology.3  
 
DMC’s Functional Ecclesiology 
Four points are worthy of note in outlining the dialectical tension between DMC’s 
formal ecclesiology and its functional ecclesiology. First, there is within DMC an 
unspoken hierarchical structure where people look to the minister to fulfil the role of 
prophet priest and king. The minister in the eyes of the congregation is the ultimate 
authority.4 The institutionalism that is present controls the “valves of grace,”5 passing 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
2 Cahill, How the Irish Saved Civilization, 147-196. 
 
3 By “attractional” church, I mean a mindset which throws a wide net of appeal in order to bring 
people into contact with the fellowship, and by engaging them with special events, programmes, and 
strategies, draws them into the fellowship where they can encounter God. I first came across this 
methodology through the work of Duffy Robbins’s funnel method of youth ministry. See Duffy Robbins 
and Robert E. Coleman, Youth Ministry That Works (Wheaton, IL: Victor, 1991), 80. In the missional 
context, the concept is described by Van Gelder as being in diametric opposition to incarnational minitry. 
See Craig Van Gelder, The Ministry of the Missional Church: A Community Led by the Spirit (Grand 
Rapids: Baker, 2007), 4.  
 
4 This is true despite the fact that the minister is not able to function without a multitude of 
volunteers. Note the difficulties concerning leadership and workload already expressed earlier in this 
writing. The decreasing numbers and decreasing willingness of church members to volunteer create a 
vacuum in which the leader is meant to lead (and is held on high as such), but the tools that have always 
enabled that leadership are now diminishing.  
 
5 Avery Dulles, Models of the Church, Rev. ed. (New York: Random House, 2002), 30. 
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down sanctioned teaching6 while maintaining control over the church governance.7 This 
structure preserves a self-contained managed attractionalism where “the beneficiaries of 
the Church, in the institutional model, are its own members.”8 Throughout this missional 
process, the minister has deliberately stayed removed. Per my suggestion, he did not join 
the Guiding Team, nor did he design a strategy for missional engagement. A negative 
result, however, was that his lack of participation contributed to a lack of action-
reflection in the final analysis. In retrospect, the process would have gained more 
momentum had the central character in the plot of the ecclesial narrative been closer 
aligned to it. 
Second, DMC lives in a dialectical tension between being an active and 
participatory church within the Connexion of the Methodist Church in Ireland and being 
a church moving toward its own congregationalist identity. Upon its founding, the 
corporate denomination provided a legitimating narrative, meaning DMC reflected the 
structure of the Connexion and was formed securely in the belief of the “Connexional 
family.” Today, foundationally DMC still holds that Connexional identity. They “pay 
in”;9 they receive a “badge” of membership (in that they get sent a minister); they acquire 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
6 Methodist though it may be, the teaching is not a strict adherence to a systemic theological 
orthodoxy, but rather a way of understanding the Gospel of Christ through experiential interpretation and 
application.  
 
7 This is primarily done through the appointing of church stewards and sanctioning of council and 
sub-council meetings.  
 
8 Dulles, Models of the Church, 33.  
 
9 Each Methodist congregation in Ireland pays an annual “assessment.” This is different from 
church to church and is calculated centrally according to annually returned statistics.  
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representation to the governance bodies of the church;10 and they strive to reflect the aims 
and objectives of the wider Connexional Church. The experiment outlined above and 
DMC’s reflection upon its missional engagement will create helpful narratives for the 
wider Church. DMC is still very much part of the system, according to the system. 
Yet, out of the seventeen interviews completed in the process, not one interviewee 
mentioned DMC’s place in the wider Methodist Church, despite the fact that eight 
interviewees used the word “family” to describe what should/could be happening in 
DMC. Positively, this provides a chance to feel secure in a local context, devoting 
resources to what God is up to in the immediate locality. Negatively, this works against a 
wider sense of Methodist connectedness. There is a guarded self-sufficiency present at 
DMC and an undercurrent of antagonism toward the Connexional assessment.11 Where 
such an undercurrent exists, it is hard to create genuine engagement involving generous 
hospitality.  
Third, DMC is a caring family church, where members primarily care for 
themselves. Newbigin writes, “One must be chosen and called and sent with the word of 
salvation to the other. . . . [Salvation] has in view not ‘the soul’ conceived as independent 
nomad detached from other souls and from the created world, but the human person knit 
together with other persons in a shared participation in and responsibility for God’s 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
10 Each Methodist church in Ireland provides representation to their local District Synod, and each 
Methodist circuit also sends representatives to the Conference, which is split 50 percent ministerial and 50 
percent laity.  
 
11 Early in this process, one senior leader expressed to me that the assessment from DMC 
essentially carried the rest of the Dublin District financially.  
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created world.”12 There is a deep sense of care at DMC, but that care is primarily 
understood in terms of compassion for other members. Covenantal implications to the 
outsider are missing. This exacerbates the attractional nature of the church, and makes 
clear the dialectic of their mission statement that “in our community we seek to be a God-
centered, loving and vibrant witness.”13 While the experiment undertaken above is 
focused on those who cross the threshold of the church building, it fails to engage the full 
life of the community. Ecclesiologically, the real cost of hospitality will be known when 
the disciples of God are dwelling at the tables of the gentiles, eating what is set before 
them, proclaiming the Kingdom, bringing healing, and bearing the Shalom of God.14 In 
his book, Jesus and Community, Gerard Lohfink stipulates an understanding of church 
yet to be fully grasped at DMC. He writes, “Election must also be understood in this 
sense. The election of a single people from the many nations does not imply preference 
for one over the others or discrimination against the others in favour of the chosen one; 
election of one people is for the sake of the others. The chosen people is to become a sign 
to other peoples of what God plans to do with the world as a whole.”15 
Fourth, DMC exhibits functional dissonance. Throughout this process I have been 
acutely aware of tension between two groups who attend the different Sunday services.16 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
12 Newbigin, The Open Secret, 77. 
 
13 DMC website, “About Us,” http://www.dundrummethodist.com/about-us/about-our-
church/ (accessed 15th November 2014). 
 
14 The instructions of Jesus to the seventy (or seventy-two) in Luke 10:1-12. 
 
15 Gerhard Lohfink, Jesus and Community, trans. Herder Verlag (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1984), 
138. 
 
16 The minister spoke of it the first time we met. The Guiding Team referred to it as the 
“two service problem” during our first meeting. On the first Sunday I preached an older woman at 
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It is unpleasant to define an ecclesiology via negativa, however, if DMC is to 
meaningfully reflect on the missional change model, an ecclesiology of holy resistance 
against internal narratives of displacement will need to surface over and above a current 
ecclesiology of controlling power. Persistent attractional narratives provide a window to 
understand how a congregation can focus on functional materiality as opposed to 
missional experimentation. Wadell ponders, “Should not a people called to practice the 
‘socially disruptive possibilities’ of Jesus’ Sermon on the Mount be adept at imagining 
and practicing more truthful and hopeful ways of life?”17 To use Newbigin’s language, 
the local church is the “agency” for the task that is God’s mission, not vice versa.18 
Church should be consumed by the missio Dei, not confined by it.  
DMC understands itself as a gathered community of faith, living as dispersed 
Christians in the world. Members of DMC present themselves as a community who 
gather with God, with each other, and with those who have come before them and those 
who will come after them. This spearheads the church toward being an institutionalized 
body of Christ where linear progression and order are placed alongside the exercise of 
gifts to nurture faith. Dulles explains that this is church being experienced as mystical 
communion.19 At such a church, institutional formation holds sway, and the church as the 
disciples of Christ provokes the church toward being a herald, but principally only to its 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
the end of the service informed me, uninvited, of the difficulty concerning the two services. Eighty 
percent of the seventeen interviewees for this thesis made mention of the issue. 
 
17 Wadell, Becoming Friends, 75. 
 
18 Newbigin, The Open Secret. In The Open Secret, Newbigin spends 120 pages of a 190-page 
book outlining a theology of mission, before getting close to outlining an ecclesiology. A central focus of 
Chapter 9 is this concept of the church being brought into existence to carry out the given missio Dei, not 
pre-existing in its own right, as so many today would adhere to.  
 
19 Dulles, Models of the Church, 200-215.  
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own people. In light of DMC’s missional journey, the leaders and the congregation must 
consider the essence of what it means to be a Methodist gathered congregation in 2014.  
 
Lutheran Ecclesiology as a Framework for DMC’s Ecclesiology 
In his book, An Introduction to Ecclesiology, Veli-Matti Karkkainen outlines 
Lutheran ecclesiology, and provides a framework for much of the actual ecclesiology 
present at DMC and perhaps further afield. First, the Church is “the gathering of all 
believers, in which the gospel is purely preached and the holy sacraments are 
administered in accord with the gospel.”20 Ecclesiology is something “going on” in the 
world; the church lives the dialectic of being “seen” and “unseen” (Hebrews 11:1). 
Members of DMC do not verbalize their church as being mystically engaged in the world, 
but they do place a solemn priority on the monthly Eucharist service.21 In this way, the 
sacraments and the preaching are held closely together. The physical centrality of this is 
attested to by the placement of the pulpit, which stands in the middle at the front of the 
church, with the communion table beneath. Both are together and both are central. 
Recently I have witnessed the laying on of hands for prayer in normal Sunday worship 
services and the anointing with oil for those who desire it within the context of worship. 
Consequently, while the physicality of daily sacraments is much more sporadic than in a 
Lutheran church, the sense of sacramental life is crucial. 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
20 Veli-Matti Karkkainen, An Introduction to Ecclesiology:Ecumenical, Historical & Global 
Perspectives (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 2002), 40. 
 
21 When Sunday mornings at DMC evolved into two separate services, the church council decided 
to keep holding a joint service every month, which was initially always the Eucharistic service.  
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Second, church is a simul justus et pecator, which translates, “a community of 
saints and sinners,” made pure by the presence of the Spirit.22 DMC holds that the Spirit 
of God needs to be active in all that happens there. Only the living presence of God 
makes them worthy, and makes them “church.” For Luther, “the church is not an 
invisible platonic reality, nor an infallible institution of the Pope. The Holy Spirit, 
mediated through word and sacrament, sanctifies and makes holy the believers.”23 DMC 
strives toward this “perfection” through the use of Word and Sacrament, believing that in 
these practices, they are drawn closer to God, and consequently, to each other. They 
recognize this only happens when they understand the Spirit of God to be present 
amongst them. Consequently, their missional experimenting still has the final 
consummation of having more people attached to, and being transformed through, their 
Sunday activities—this is where Word and Sacrament exist. 
This sense of “the spiritual” is physically demonstrated during the contemporary 
service. Music is provided by a band, the praying is extemporary, and readings are often 
taken from modern translations. All of these things add to the sense of liberty and 
charismatic expression in worship. Reliance on the Spirit of God to “come and cleanse 
and heal” is absolutely necessary. They know they are sinners, they know what is needed 
in the midst of them, and they pray for it sincerely.  
This leads to, thirdly, the church as priesthood of all believers, where believers 
share with Jesus on the basis of a baptism that includes sharing his priesthood. 
Karkkainen writes, “[Luther’s] entire understanding of the church as the community of 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
22 Karkkainen, An Introduction to Ecclesiology, 41. 
 
23 Ibid., 45. 
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saints can be described by the priesthood as the law of the churches life”24 DMC 
practices this by standing in the holy gap for each other. They pray and desire for each 
other the fullness of Christian experience. They show an active and practical concern for 
those among them who are ill and/or grieving, and they create practical avenues of 
assistance. In their experimenting, they desire to share that care with those who are part 
of their extended family through the use of the building.  
It follows naturally that fourthly, the Christian is Christ to the neighbour. The real 
presence of Christ in the believer brings real love into the church, and therefore the 
gathered church becomes a place where Christians exercise God’s love—Christ living in 
them through the Holy Spirit. It is not simply human love that is aspired to, but rather 
holistic and healing love. Members of DMC recognize that they need each other, and in 
their experimenting they desire to share with neighbours this love in action. 
Finally, and fifthly, writes Karkkainen, “Every man is created and born for the 
sake of others . . . [and] justification for Luther primarily means participation in God 
through the indwelling of Christ in the heart through the Spirit. It is not only forgiveness 
of sins but a real participation in God. . . . Out of this neighborly love grows Luther’s 
understanding of ‘the church as hospital to the sick.’”25 The Eucharist holds the focus as 
the gathering spot for God’s sick people; as the people participate in the common feast 
they are fed in order to feed each other.  
What is noticeable through the interviews is that no one mentioned the Eucharist 
as a hospitable practice. This indicates a lack of theological reflection on the hospitable 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
24 Ibid., 42. 
 
25 Ibid., 47.  
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tasks in which they have been engaged. It is this centrality of hospitality as part of action-
reflection in the missional change process that is the focus of my conclusion and 
suggestion regarding DMC’s ecclesiology. 
 
Conclusion and Suggestion 
In his provocative treatise on the psychological implications of socio-moral 
disgust, Richard Beck uses the words of Jesus in Matthew 9, “Go and learn what this 
means, ‘I desire mercy, not sacrifice,’” to outline a theology of hospitality centred upon 
the Eucharistic table.26 Beck recognises that “mercy” and “sacrifice” are “two impulses 
pulling in different directions.”27 The first stretches beyond the normal confines of human 
boundary making, and is inherently hospitable and welcoming. The second inherently 
marks and maintains borders, generating ways to control access. Fundamentally, mercy 
and sacrifice are not coexistent; they are “intrinsically incompatible.”28 Beck argues for a 
fully grace-filled hospitality centred on the practice of Eucharist. He believes, “The 
Eucharist functions as a regulating ritual in the life of the church. . . . [It] holds each facet 
of disgust in tension, preventing the pull of the purity collapse. Consequently the Lord’s 
supper allows the faith community to use purity metaphors while keeping those 
metaphors yoked with both hospitality and the body.”29 In other words, natural human 
psychological response to disgust—scapegoating and dehumanizing—are acceded when 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
26 Richard Beck, Unclean: Meditations on Purity, Hospitality, and Modernity (Eugene, OR: 
Cascade, 2011). 
 
27 Ibid., 2. 
 
28 Ibid., 79. 
 
29 Ibid., 195. 
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we gather around the “body and blood” of Christ. Beck challenges the Church to “attend 
to and cultivate the tensions inherent in the celebrations of the Eucharist. For it is in this 
ritual that holiness mixes with hospitality and an honest confrontation with our biological 
need and vulnerability [takes place]. . . . The Eucharist properly observed might allow the 
church to approach the sacred in a way that keeps the ‘will to embrace’ (mercy) from 
collapsing into the ‘will to purity’ (sacrifice).”30 
It is ironic that the experiment outlined in this project centres on hospitality, yet 
the metaphors of hospitality inherent in the Lord’s Supper have not been discussed as 
holding anything worthy of reflection and discussion. It is hoped that with a coming 
change of minister, a space can be created for discussion among the leadership on 
Eucharistic hospitality. The reflective question, “What do you understand church to be?” 
mentioned above, could be added to meaningfully with the follow-up question, “What, if 
anything, does any sacramental life in DMC have to add to what we understand by 
church, and how we share what we understand by church?” A robust theology of the 
Eucharist, combined with boundary-breaking hospitality, would develop the current 
experimentation further. It would validate those already connecting with their community 
(in work or their apartment complexes, for example), and it would open new ways to 
understand “what God is up to in the neighbourhood.”  
 
Theology 
A central aspect of DMC is that evangelism is typified through an attractional 
ecclesiology that shields a modernist outworking of deep conservative evangelistic 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
30 Ibid., 196. Italics added. 
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defaults. The linear progression of logic “to make disciples of all nations” (Matthew 
28:19) seems straightforward: our faith propels us to make Christian disciples; we 
experience discipleship in church; and therefore we make disciples by growing disciples 
in church. A supposed Methodist emphasis on social action piggybacks on this 
ecclesiology. Hence, the practice of fellowship and love for neighbours has at its root a 
conversion experience of the heart. Rather than making attractionalism a scapegoat 
identifier of this process, it is viewed as a symptom of western evangelical imagination 
that engages people in order to make Christians through a moment of decision. 
Evangelism has a preparatory goal and a telos. As Bryan Stone explains, Protestantism 
has been particularly susceptible to this by making justification more determinative of 
salvation than sanctification.31 Stone writes, “[Protestantism is] more interested in leading 
persons into a conversation experience (understood as a new self-understanding) than in 
leading people into a Christlike life (which typically gets worked out instead in the form 
of something called ‘ethical implications’).”32 
Stone discusses a more helpful way in which the members of DMC might ponder 
evangelism. He writes,  
Because the evangelistic invitation is intrinsically social, political and economic, 
evangelism can never ultimately be the work of lone individuals. From the 
beginning God has been calling forth a people that in its visible patterns and 
practices, in its worship and obedience, and in its very existence as a people 
testifies to the good news of Shalom and thereby serves as a light to the nations.33  
 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
31 Bryan P. Stone, Evangelism after Christendom: The Theology and Practice of Christian Witness 
(Grand Rapids: Brazos Press, 2007), 261. 
 
32 Ibid. 
 
33 Ibid., 257. 
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This is the stuff of profound community. DMC is not alone in its theology. As mentioned 
in Chapter 2, most Irish Methodist ministers identify themselves as leading conservative 
evangelical churches. Two approaches for further discussion are considered here: first, 
the possibility of wider theological approaches, and second, resources within Wesleyan 
theological history.  
 
A Wider Theological Approach 
Many opportunities exist to nurture wider theological reflection at DMC. For 
example, Pedro Arana-Quirez’s “Integral Mission” purports, “During the last twenty 
years we have seen how evangelical leaders and believers in general have been opening 
up to a more biblical (and therefore more comprehensive) understanding of the church’s 
mission, which many sectors of the world church have christened ‘integral mission.’”34 
Yamamori and Padilla contend that this form of ministry is witnessed when 
a community of faith gives priority to 1) commitment to Jesus Christ as Lord of 
everything and everyone; 2) Christian discipleship as a missionary lifestyle to 
which the entire church and every member has been called; 3) a vision of the 
church as the community that confesses Jesus Christ as Lord and lives in the light 
of that confession in such a way that in it can be seen the inauguration of a new 
humanity; and 4) the use of gifts and ministries as instruments that the new Spirit 
of God uses to prepare the church and all its members to fulfill their vocation as 
God’s co-workers in the world.35 
 
In this way, the local church as a signifier of the counter cultural Kingdom of God will 
“purpose a new lifestyle that is able to contend with a way of life that offers only 
consumption, squander, envy, and waste.”36  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
34 Pedro Arana-Quirez, “Integral Mission,” in Yamamori and Padilla, The Local Church, 181. 
 
35 Yamamori and Padilla, The Local Church, 20. 
 
36 Ibid., 203. 
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Likewise, the work of Roxburgh in expanding David Bosch’s critique of Luke’s 
gospel is a valuable resource. He proposes that Luke, “in retelling the story . . . is 
theologizing for these Gentiles the question of what God is doing in the world, and 
therefore, how to be the church.”37 Referencing Luke 10, Roxburgh extrapolates the 
missionary quest as one that provides new practices of healing and the Shalom of God.38 
This happens as dwelling amongst those to whom one is sent becomes the primary 
impulse. Roxburgh writes, “Luke is suggesting that a primary way of discerning God’s 
plan is when, like exiles, we reenter the life of the local people, listen to their stories, and 
love them deeply without feeling the need to ‘sell’ or make a ‘pitch’ or assume we 
already know what they need and what the gospel ought to look like in this time and 
place.”39 For DMC, the question is, “Why would we automatically presume to know what 
our neighbours need?” This narrative leads to boundary-breaking experiences upon which 
to reflect. The move away from a prescribed end point is diminished as folks get to know 
“the other” and reflect on what it might mean to be loving toward them—being good 
news rather than talking good news.40 
Another step for the leadership in DMC is to consider Stone’s work on 
evangelizing in a postmodern world. Stone articulates the issue as desiring conversion in 
a conversion-laden society. Technologies are designed and directed “toward the endless 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
37 Alan J. Roxburgh, Missional: Joining God in the Neighbourhood (Grand Rapids: Baker 2011), 
119. 
 
38 Ibid., 103-149. 
 
39 Ibid., 136. 
 
40 The ways in which this theological narrative is grounded in Scripture, and can be grounded 
through Lukan passages in particular, is outlined clearly in a Bible Study Guide I was asked to write as a 
follow-up to Methodist Conference 2014. 
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formation of desire and the on-going alteration of behaviour,” and the “makeover” of 
everything and anything is possible.41 He continues, 
While this on-going conversion takes many different shapes, our primary 
formation from the day we are born is . . . our formation as consumers. We buy 
products not because we need them but because of the emotional and cultural 
bonds that have been formed between us and them through relentless and multiple 
forms of advertising that capitalize on (and create) cultural myths, narratives, and 
symbols into which we are socialized.42  
 
The peril of conversion for the Christian Church in a consumer world is that a mansion in 
heaven becomes the ultimate consumer commodity.  
Stone warns that breaking free from this mindset is not easy: “This formation is so 
thorough, so seductive, and so pervasive that it is virtually impossible to resist apart from 
the power of the Holy Spirit and the disciplines of ecclesia.”43 He argues,  
The problem is that it is always possible to abstract conversion from that which 
we are to be converted, to deify that abstraction into something like a “decision” 
or “an experience” and then to aim to evangelize at this. While this process of 
abstraction has, throughout most of Christendom, been focused on the rite of 
infant baptism, it has increasingly been shaped in modernity by a voluntarist 
psychology in which the private decision of the autonomous self to “be saved” is 
determinative of one’s salvation. 
 
To act and react against these Irish distortions of evangelical theology is not easy. Deeply 
set default positions are challenged. Stone suggests that Christian faith is learned in true 
community virtue and truly takes time. Habits and practices are formed and reformed 
through faithful community witness to the Kingdom of God. He writes,  
In conversion the whole person is remade—heart, mind, body. Relationships, 
allegiances, habits. In essence, a new identity is acquired—or rather learned—
through the stories, practices, and traditions of the church. Becoming Christian 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
41 Stone, Evangelism after Christendom, 258. 
 
42 Ibid., 258-259. 
 
43 Ibid., 259. 
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can therefore be likened to a process of apprenticeship associated with learning a 
trade or the discipline and competencies required in learning a foreign language. 
Conversion takes time, proceeds differently for different persons, and often 
includes periods of intense change when small changes over time can produce an 
entire shift in gestalt.44 
 
In the words of Newbigin,  
One of the reasons that conversion is a matter of formation over time is that it is 
not simply a decision or an experience but the acquisition of a way of life that is 
embodied and passed along in community. Though evangelism calls for 
conversion, the holiness toward which this conversion is oriented is, as we have 
seen, inherently ecclesial and therefore political and economic. Conversion and 
obedience cannot therefore be separated in such a way that conversion has two 
stages, the first religious and the second ethical.45 
 
For DMC to come to terms with an integral missiology that lives counterculturally, 
embodying the Shalom of God, requires new theological conversations to take place. 
While the above theologians provide wisdom and insight appropriate for the twenty-first 
century, there is also value within DMC’s Wesleyan tradition itself. 
 
Wesleyan Concepts That Are Helpful for DMC 
Clemens Sedmak outlines several reasons why people involved in cultural 
awareness ought to engage their heritage: 
Chesterton talked about tradition as a democracy including the dead, giving a 
voice to those who cannot speak for themselves any longer. Tradition is a 
dialogue with a larger context than the immediate context of our actions. . . . 
Tradition is being produced by people who are involved in the struggle for life. 
Traditions are collective memories of key events that have shaped our self-
understanding and identity. That is why it is vital to enter into a dialogue with 
tradition. . . . Local theology brings different times and different places together.46 
 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
44 Ibid., 262-263. 
 
45 Newbigin, The Open Secret, 135-136. 
 
46 Clemens Sedmak, Doing Local Theology (New York: Orbis, 2002), 53. 
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Given the breadth of Wesleyan tradition available, this discussion is necessarily limited. 
It will only focus on aspects of thought beneficial to the ongoing considerations of 
missional experimentation.  
DMC is only forty years old. As developmental theories teach us, change is 
inevitable, and biologically speaking, to deny change is to deny life. For DMC, John 
Wesley provides an example of development, growth, change, and adaptation to 
circumstance. It is fair to state that there was very little (if any) original thought in 
Wesley’s theology. Essentially a medieval theologian, he appropriated and renewed 
theological understandings for his moment. Thus, before outlining any particular doctrine, 
one can speak of Methodist heritage as adaptable, earthed to the moment, and grounded 
upon the concept of love for people. This can only be a good thing to hold in mind while 
experimenting missionally.  
Wesley used the New Testament koinonia to outline his concept of “social 
holiness.” He wrote, “Christianity is essentially a social religion; and . . . to turn it into a 
solitary religion, is indeed to destroy it. . . . It cannot subsist at all, without society, 
without living and conversing with other men.”47 He does not suggest that social justice 
is a separate activity of the Christian. Rather, this is normative Christian living. He saw 
this as an antidote to the exploding individualism of the eighteenth century. Social 
Christianity was not an activity carried out on those outside the fellowship; rather it 
involved admonishing one another, encouraging and building each other up, and 
watching over one another in love. This, to Wesley, typified what it was to demonstrate 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
47 John Wesley, “Sermon on the Mount,” as quoted in Howard A Snyder, Yes in Christ: Weslyan 
Reflections on Gospel, Mission, and Culture, Tyndale Studies  in Weslyan History and Theology, Vol. 2 
(Toronto: Clements, 2011), 64.  
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brotherly love throughout the fellowship. For him it outworked a robust theology of the 
Trinity—nothing of our Christian experience is private; rather it is lived through 
Christian community. Social holiness works toward Christian perfection—the God-
inspired ability to love God with all of one’s heart, soul, mind, and strength and to love 
each other as oneself. This is what makes the church a place of refuge as well as a place 
of requirement. Real love, to Wesley, works itself out in the real world, and this meant 
admonishing people to love in the rural, crisis-ridden, slave-trading United Kingdom of 
eighteenth century. While his Anglican colleagues dwelt in the cities under the smog of 
industrial transformation, Wesley worked out his social holiness where the established 
church was absent—in the mines, fields, and villages.  
For members of DMC to be inspired by this part of their theological DNA is to 
lay aside anything that stands in the place of genuine love. Theologizing their genuine 
care for those within the fellowship would deepen soul-friendships, and consequently 
provide an antidote to a world saturated by individualistic need. In so doing they would 
be living counterintuitive, countercultural lives, demonstrating an understanding that 
“‘Thy will be done’ is the supreme universal law in earth and in heaven,” and that 
learning to love those around us compels us toward other neighbours.48  
One important corrective to the inherited neo-platonic dualism of the modern 
world is a Wesleyan insistence on biblical holism. Snyder writes,  
Christian theology has never really succeeded in grounding doctrine in the kind of 
biblical holism that puts proper valuation on the material world while maintaining 
the primacy of spiritual reality. . . . Wesley’s theology was much more holistic, 
comprehensive, and conjunctive than that of the dominant theologies of his day. 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
48 John Wesley, “Wesley’s Understanding of the Law of God,” Works of John Wesley, Vol. 2, 
Part 12, as quoted in Shepherd, Mercy Immense and Free, 79.  
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In fact John Wesley’s own theology was much more dynamically holistic than are 
Wesleyan, Pentecostal, or Evangelical theologies today.49  
 
This understanding primarily comes through Wesley’s understanding of the created 
order.50 For him creation is not just an inspiration but also a sign of the authority and 
insight toward the Divine. In his Compendium of Natural Philosophy: Being a Survey of 
the Wisdom of God in the Creation, Wesley writes, “In short, the world around us is the 
mighty volume wherein God hath declared himself. . . . The book of nature is written in a 
universal character, which every man may read in his own language. . . . Thus is it that 
every part of nature directs us to nature’s God.”51 A framework for prevenient grace, this 
understanding demonstrates inherent capacity for humans to know and experience God, 
and is derived from a Hebraic worldview rather than a Hellenist worldview. The logic of 
Wesley’s sermon, “The General Deliverance,” must be considered: before the fall, 
creation was full of blessing and beauty, with humanity the centrepiece of perfect-
partnered order; then there was brokenness and deformation; but finally and ultimately, 
all creation will be redeemed and restored to this beauty and perfection.52 In this hopeful 
sermon, Snyder contends that “Wesley demonstrates an ecological sensitivity that clearly 
is relevant to a theology of salvation, discipleship, and mission today.”53  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
49 Snyder, Yes in Christ, 49. 
 
50 Ibid., 50-58. 
 
51 John Wesley, Compendium of Natural Philosophy: Being a Survey of the Wisdom of God in the 
Creation, ed. Robert Mudie, 3 vols. (London, UK: Thomas Tegg and Son, 1836), as quoted in Snyder, Yes 
in Christ, 52. 
 
52 John Wesley, "Sermon 60 the General Deliverance," http://wesley.nnu.edu/john-wesley/the-
sermons-of-john-wesley-1872-edition/sermon-60-the-general-deliverance/ (accessed 2nd February 2014). 
 
53 Snyder, Yes in Christ, 57. 
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One would hope that in revisiting this holistic theology, DMC considers the irony 
of having a saviour who was bodily resurrected and yet only seems to provide a spiritual 
salvation. This sense of the physical (that is, the concrete) in salvation would call DMC 
to live further into the realities of Trinitarian theology—where God is not realized 
internally, but is discovered in the concrete spaces of the created order and in the 
networks and relationships of that order to which we offer ourselves. This holism is 
further demonstrated by Andrew Walker and Luke Bretherton in their call for “deep 
church.”54 They write,  
Whether we use the language of deification, transfiguration, holiness or 
perfectionism to describe our spiritual conformity to the risen Christ, we need to 
think of ourselves less in autonomous and individualistic terms, and more as 
interrelated members of deep church, we are not more like Jesus when we “come 
to the garden” and meet him alone. If we follow Pauline theology in the New 
Testament we will find that the stress is not on the individual qua individual but 
on the interconnectedness and collegial nature of the worshipping community. 
Deep church is above all, an organic unity of new persons related one to another 
in Christ.55 
 
Snyder points out the progression in Wesley’s life: “As he grew older, Wesley 
increasingly emphasized salvation as the healing of the whole created order.”56 The 
challenge for DMC, still a young congregation, would be to do the same. 
If members of DMC genuinely desire to meet the challenges of a new age, they 
must work adaptively to fully engage their neighbours using all resources available—
primarily, themselves. Questions of style and service become secondary in the light of 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
54 Luke Bretherton and Andrew Walker, eds., Remembering Our Future: Exploration in 
Deep Church (Milton Keynes, UK: Paternoster Press, 2007).  
 
55 Ibid., 16. 
 
56 Snyder, Yes in Christ, 31. 
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Wesley’s maxim to “do all the good you can in all the ways you can, as long as you 
live.”57 In The Greatest Story Never Told, Leonard Sweet writes, 
The elderly John Wesley, just a few months shy of his eighty-sixth birthday, 
asked a crowd of Irish Methodists gathered in Dublin a classic question from an 
unlikely source: the Westminster Shorter Catechism: “For what end did God 
create man?” The Calvinist answer is “to glorify God and enjoy him forever.” 
Wesley insisted that the Methodists’ answer was shorter and better and should be 
“inculcated upon every human creature”: You are made to be happy in God.58  
 
This desire to engage alongside God, in whatever God is up to in the world, is more 
challenging than secularization, a history of conflict, immigration, or the loss of 
confidence in institutions. It is more challenging because this is only done by venturing 
outside the church doors, however helpful and hospitable the inside may be.  
 
Conclusion and Recommendation 
There is little doubt that DMC desires to be a vibrant faithful Christian 
community, and that the intellectual seeds of missional transformation have, over the last 
three years, begun to take root. Now, at this stage of the congregation’s journey, deeper 
questions concerning the nature of salvation would lead to wider discussions of missional 
practice. Whether the congregation desires to walk toward a tipping point via questions of 
self-preservation or via questions of missio Dei is unknown.   
What is known from the writing in Chapters 1 and 2 is that teaching and small 
numbers of people have led to some missional experimentation. This engagement should 
now continue alongside deeper questions on the nature of salvation. Ample material 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
57 John Wesley, as quoted in Rupert E Davies, Methodism, 2nd ed. (London: Epworth Press, 1985). 
91. Davies does not provide the source of the quote. 
 
58 Leonard Sweet, The Greatest Story Never Told: Revive Us Again (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 
2012), 48. 
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exists in Methodist heritage. Stone writes, “Especially given the culture of conversion in 
which we live, a high degree of formation is required before we even begin to know what 
we need to be saved from much less for.”59 And Roxburgh similarly writes, “The truth 
about the people in our neighbourhood, community, and culture is experienced in 
relationships around the table. The truth about the creation of a new kind of culture is 
experienced in the practice of hospitality.”60 One significant resource that would assist in 
this pursuit is a workbook written by Alan Roxburgh titled, Practicing Hospitality.61 In 
order to encourage further action-reflection, this book will be suggested to the church 
council as the congregation’s Autumn Bible Study series.  
 
Culture/Environmental Factors 
Another important reflection for this project involves cultural and environmental 
factors, specifically the question of how the end of Christendom relates to the specifics of 
a deeply religious Irish culture.62 There is a vast amount of material written on the Irish 
and the Irish diaspora, but the following discussion relates only to those aspects that are 
directly applicable to missional experimenting at the end of a Christian worldview. Three 
pertinent elements are presented: recent immigration, economic collapse, and Celtic roots. 	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60 Romanuk and Roxburgh, The Missional Leader, 158.  
 
61 Alan Roxburgh, Practicing Hospitality (West Vancouver, BC: Missional Network, 2010), 
http://www.vancouver.anglican.ca/portals/0/repository/PracticingHospitality.pdf (accessed 17th 
November 2014). 
 
62 One book on the end of Christendom is Stuart Murray Williams, Post-Christendom: Church and 
Mission in a Strange New World After-Christendom (Milton Keynes, UK: Paternoster, 2004). Alan Kreider 
defines Christendom as “a culture seeking to subject all areas of human experience to the Lordship of 
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International, 1999), 96. 
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Dundrum’s New Neighbours: Immigration 
In the late 1980s, Liam DePoar described Ireland as follows:  
Just as Ireland is relatively poor in species of plants and animals because the sea 
was a barrier to their spread—so it offers a comparatively limited range of human 
types, whether we are concerned with physical characteristics such as skin colour, 
or with mental and temperamental manifestations. Stand at the gate of a public 
grade school in Pittsburgh or Toronto, or board an underground railway car in 
London or Paris. You are presented with a rainbow of skin colours as well as 
Babel of cultural backgrounds. Now stand at the equivalent school gates or board 
a bus in Belfast or Cork. The contrast is striking. There is a fairly uniform 
pinkness of face as well as a limited experience of one narrow world. And there is 
a harsher contrast, reflected in social attitudes, a contrast between an openness to 
variety, in those countries where great variation exists, and an intolerance of it, 
where variation is minimal, as in Ireland.63 
 
To read this dated description confirms something vitally important in today’s Dublin - 
the remarkable change of pace and colour over a very short period of time. The suburb of 
Dundrum is unrecognizable from the time of De Poar’s writing—primarily due to the 
influence of the Celtic Tiger boom of 1995-2000, which led to the sprawling shopping 
mall that now stands as Dundrum’s centrepiece.64 Alongside the economic development 
has come the immigration explosion. Stephens writes, “In statistical terms the country 
moved from having a very small proportion of Non-Irish Nationals resident to a figure of 
just over 10% as highlighted in the 2006 Census of Population. A dramatic change 
occurred over a relatively short period.”65  
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64 The Celtic Tiger is the term used to refer to the rapid economic growth and related 
prosperity in Ireland during the years 1995 to 2000. During these years, Ireland experienced 
unprecedented growth in exports, leading to a property bubble which crashed in the global 
recessions of late 2000s.  
 
65 Stephens, "Making Sense of Our Census." 
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In relation to the influence on Irish Methodism, Stephens continues, “The Celtic 
Tiger era has not only brought massive change to the nation, but even more profoundly it 
has changed the face of Methodism in the Republic of Ireland. Not since the early days of 
Methodism has there been such an influx into our congregations.”66 This is particularly 
significant because it has not been the case at DMC. While wider Dublin has experienced 
a massive change in how it looks—physically due to the economic boom and visually 
through the exponential growth of immigration—DMC has not. The colour of the walls is 
the same as it was decades ago; the colour of the congregation is also the same. The 
neighbours whom the church aims to engage are largely unknown, and may even be 
described as alien to the culture within the church. This is not the case in the schools, 
workplaces, and shops surrounding the church, where members of the congregation are 
present. The fact that a separate African congregation meets on the premises on Sunday 
afternoons, with negligible contact or partnership with DMC, is an example of this 
disconnect. 
In his book, Doing Local Theology, Sedmak provides ways for people to live with 
their eyes open, turning their attention to the histories, narratives, signs, and symbols of 
the “little theologies” that constitute their lived realities67. He affirms, “There are many 
forms of doing theology, and consequently there are many ways of understanding 
theology.”68 He pushes us toward the person of Christ, who “had an eye for the detail, the 
small things and the little people. Jesus used occasions to do theology, and he respected 	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the dynamics of particular situations.”69 Synagogues, fields, villages, mountains, on the 
road, Christ was demonstrating “doing local theology.” Living with our eyes open, 
having the earthed example of Christ, we proceed to ask, “Who is this Jesus for us—how 
do the stories of this Jesus meet our circumstances, our changing narratives, and our 
questions?”70 And what is the stuff of good theology?—“reality, fidelity to the founder, 
and the practical consequence that follow from a particular theological work.”71 It is 
being present to your reality.  
The “colour” of DMC in terms of ethnicity leads one to question whether 
members of the congregation are considering their local community when they reflect 
upon the present state of the church. It is notable that in all seventeen interviews, only 
one person made mention of immigration. Honest and worthy intentions do not lead to 
eye-opening engagement. Issues surrounding immigration are not even considered by 
most people at DMC. 
 
Economic Collapse 
On19th January 2011 Irish economic commentator David McWilliams wrote an 
article about economic decline, in which he referenced an old friend. He wrote how he 
and his friend had emigrated at the same time and how they had returned at the same time. 
He wrote that his friend’s life is now akin to a debtor’s prison. McWilliams’s friend is not 
alone. With over two hundred thousand homes in negative equity, McWilliams outlines 
various narratives at work, primarily narratives of disappointment. He adds, “Each one 	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has a story. Remember each one of these statistics masks a story—a story of dented hope, 
dashed ambitions and chilly insecurity.”72  
A surprising observation from DMC’s missional experimenting is that 
McWilliams’s article captures living realities for the Dundrum area today. In the 1990s 
Ireland was full of hope and optimism. Salaries increased, the population changed with 
an immigration rush toward prosperity, and Ireland was out-performing all competitors in 
Western Europe.73 Writing before the collapse in 2005, McWilliams records, “We eat 
more chips than the British. We eat more chocolate than the Belgians. . . . Horseracing is 
the fastest growing sport in the country, and its handmaiden, gambling, is booming. . . . 
Any objective chronicler would deduce that if we are being so hedonistic we must be 
indolent, lazy and work-shy. Nothing could be further from the truth. Miraculously, the 
Irish are the most productive workforce in the world.”74  
Today, however, Ireland is bankrupt and the International Monetary Fund has 
bailed out the Irish banks. Expectation has given way to hopelessness, and a bitter 
scepticism pervades the political and social arenas. This narrative cannot fail to affect the 
religious life of a country. It may seem reasonable to presume that in moments of national 
crisis the Christian Church can offer safety and sanctuary, but over the last six years 
people in Ireland have been rocked by official reports on sex abuse within schools and 
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within the Church.75 Trust in national institutions is shattered and financial credibility is 
trembling.  
For a church that once prided itself on having good resources, and offered itself as 
“the biggest Methodist congregation in the Republic of Ireland,” the arrival of a food 
bank on DMC’s premises not only testifies to the pain of upper-middle-class Dublin, but 
also to a growing realization of the changing social circumstances in which the church is 
situated.76 One hopes that this recognition broadens into wider community engagement, 
sitting around neighbourhood tables, validating Sedmak’s statement that “good theology 
is not exclusively an academic endeavour. It is about personal and communal 
transformation, based on relationship with God.”77 
 
Celtic Roots 
This final cultural signifier betrays a personal latent romanticism, but in this “new 
Ireland,” the deep tradition of Irish faith has a chance to resurface in ways that could gain 
traction in present realities. To clarify, my idea of returning to our Celtic roots is quite 
opposite to that of the Irish Tourist Board, Board Failté, which several years ago 
developed a strategy that stated, “It is important to help increase visitors’ understanding 
by creating interpretive ‘gateways’ into our heritage. . . . The end result will be more 
repeat business, better word of mouth publicity, and the creation of a strong brand image 	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of Ireland as a quality heritage destination.”78 “Brand Ireland” is what respected historian 
R. F. Foster refers to as “commodified history theme parks,” and is not the renewal of 
history to which DMC can lay positive claim.79 However, Foster does affirm that “the 
ambiguities of Irish history are, in many ways, the most distinctive thing about it,”80 and 
in the rise of Celtic Christianity coming during the Celtic Twilight renaissance of the late 
nineteenth century (rather than the ancient world of Celtic folklore), he may well be 
right.81 Loughrey writes, “It is, however, one of the paradoxes of Irish history that early 
Methodist missionaries, by preaching in Irish, were better conservators of Gaelic culture 
than the more Europeanised section of the Catholic priesthood.”82 The common 
observation that Irish Methodism, particularly in Dublin, has always been a white, 
middle-class venture where pious people help those less fortunate is simply not true. 
Loughrey explains that Wesley created a system in Ireland that led to his itinerant 
preachers leading and preaching in Irish, connecting them with the cultural realities of the 
land they rode across.83  
Given this observation, and given my own experience of leading Celtic Methodist 
liturgy, it would be remiss not to challenge DMC with a religious cultural awareness that 
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fashions more than “commodified religo-history theme parks.”84 The central tenets of 
Celtic Christianity as outlined by Power, and as followed by countless Christians across 
the globe who use the liturgies of Iona, Northumbria, and Lindisfarne, are giving renewed 
life to an earthed and authentic Christian spirituality. Power lists these attributes as 
follows: (1) an emphasis on orthodox Christian doctrine; (2) an interest in nature; (3) 
experiencing the divine as imminent; (4) an outworking of the Trinity; (5) a belief in 
harmony; (6) a sense of place and a desire to travel; (7) a distrust of ecclesial structures 
and a spontaneity of liturgy; (8) the importance of equality; (9) the importance of art and 
other forms of creative expression; (10) a high value on story as a means of truth and 
communication; and (11) a living sense of liminality and a recovery of the ancient as 
resource for today.85  
Power observes, “Celtic spirituality seems to fit a real need, and whether or not it 
is historically true, it has developed in its own right.”86 Given that modern forms of Celtic 
spirituality “have a fair amount to offer emerging forms of church, including liturgical 
and biblical experimentation, the networking of people in dispersed communities, and the 
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recognition that people need to be met on their own ground,” much can be learned.87 
Space is available in Power’s argument for the re-appropriation of this history into ways 
that are meaningful and Spirit-filled. Should DMC desire to lay hold of the deep 
narratives of their land, they would find sustenance and hope in those narratives.   
 
Conclusion and Recommendation 
Schreiter writes, “Although Origen remarked in the third century that all theology 
was praxis, the word has taken on a different meaning from that time.”88 Schreiter states 
that “praxis is the ensemble of social relationships that include and determine the 
structures of social consciousness,” and he provides ways for the church to open itself to 
new forms of imagination.89 He challenges the church to do three things: attune its ears to 
the different voices providing different theologies surrounding it; be free from the 
modernist legitimating narrative that speaks of theology as sure knowledge being the sole 
source of truth about God; and create open and free dialogue between various competing 
“religious” forms alongside church heritage and narratives.90 It is the “praxis” of these 
movements that is beginning to propel DMC into the neighbourhood and challenging 
leaders and congregation to live with eyes and hearts open attentive to the Spirit of God.  
In order to help them continue this experiment, the challenge is to share the 
stories of the coffee dock. To create further action-reflection, stories of connection need 
to be gossiped about over kitchen tables. Encouraging the few who are intentionally 	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trying to share their lives over coffee, or who are intentionally trying to get to know their 
apartment block neighbours, can validate people’s lives. A neighbor’s financial struggles 
or immigration realities become “our” stories. To encourage these stories means the re-
formation of missional discussion groups. Again, to start where people are now could 
mean a re-working of a study series, in line with the incoming leadership, to create a 
space for dialogue and sharing of the above experiences. 
 
Leadership 
This section articulates four key leadership understandings that this project has 
brought to light. These are the importance of meaning-making, the notion that paradigm 
shifts take time, the unique context of leading at the death of modernism, and the 
importance of building partnerships to rebuff modern individualism. It is hoped that 
DMC is growing in awareness of these, and that future action-reflection can bring these 
to bear in an even deeper way. 
 
Meaning-Making 
For those who favour linear sequential methods of working, leadership in the 
postmodern context is difficult. Daloz-Parks writes,  
Traditional understandings of leadership . . . focus on personality characteristics, 
situation analysis, and transactions of power and influence. Now, however, a 
growing consensus among leadership theorists and practitioners is that in a 
networked society with power and information widely distributed, the 
presumption of “born-leaders” along with command-and-control leadership 
models are inadequate . . . yet larger-than-life heroic leaders continue to be 
studied . . . [as] we haven't developed good alternatives.91  
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Alternatives to the hero-leader are few and far between, and in a natural time of crisis, 
people will look to what they know and understand. The troubling issue is that difficulties 
arising from the death of modernity and the dawning of a new age cannot be solved 
through modernist problem-solving. We are experiencing what Roxburgh calls 
“discontinuous change,” which is “disruptive and unanticipated, and creates situations 
that challenge our assumptions.”92  
One way to function in these new realities is to recognise the narratives at work, 
and discover new metaphors, images, and symbols that link present experience to the 
deepest of human experiences in conjunction with the narratives of Scripture. This is 
what Cormode implies when he calls for leaders in a postmodern age to become spiritual 
interpreters.93 He insists that in order to legitimize real life for those being encountered 
through leadership, a leader must make sense of present experiences.94 Cormode does this 
by quoting the words of Jesus in Mathew 5, “You have heard it said . . . but I say” 
(Matthew 5-7). He argues that in doing this, Jesus changed people’s expectations (by 
changing the question); drew from a different repertoire (going back to Hebrew 
Scriptures); weaved these different narratives together (reshaping people’s 
understanding); evoked clear natural consequences of the new narrative (drawing out new 
and different expectations); while building on and, if necessary, legitimizing foundations 
already present, inviting people to internalize these fresh narratives—all the while 
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allowing space for people to interpret differently from intention.95 Cormode writes, 
“Even Jesus could not control the meaning his hearers made.”96 The goal from this point 
forward is to help DMC create meaning in the experiment they have done, and to 
consider how I can influence, still from a distance, further action-reflection for this 
congregation under new leadership. 
Parker Palmer, in his book, To Know as We Are Known, evokes an educational 
theory to supplement the call for leaders to be meaning-makers through spiritually 
interpreting present realities. He advocates that to teach is to create space.97 Space where 
openness exists removes impediments to further development—recognizing that the first 
impediment can be the recognition that we do not know. Creating space to learn calls a 
people to “remember”—which is an oft-repeated biblical command—within a hospitable 
place knowing that God is present and active. As well as using silence and reflection, this 
is done by creating images and pictures that assist in the creation of new concepts.  
These themes—empathy, engaging the authentic narratives, offering questions 
that create new interpretations, and providing tools for meaning-making—must stand 
over and against top-down, heroic leadership. At DMC, this process has begun to take 
root. Cultivation through questions, teachable moments, and linking metaphors has led to 
new questions being formed in senior leaders and tentative fresh ways of engaging the 
issues of decline and resources. The next step is to discover ways to keep this action-
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
95 Ibid., 48-55. 
 
96 Ibid., 54. 
 
97 Palmer, To Know as We Are Known, 69-89. 
114 
reflection moving, recognizing that the real meaning-making is done by those engaging 
in the process, not by me. 
One example of how the action-reflection has continued on the part of the 
leadership took place recently at DMC. The leadership had presented to the congregation 
a new “mission statement” for their consideration. In a conversation with two senior 
leaders, I encouraged them to consider the language “Our mission is” from a missional 
imagination perspective. These leaders agreed that such language encourages the notion 
that the mission was theirs and not God’s. It was agreed that a new way to begin the 
statement needed to be found. This was “meaning-making” in small ways, through the 
use of questions and reflection regarding where we find ourselves in the light of our 
learning. It is this soft, influencing, relational approach on my part that can lead to further 
action and reflection within the leadership. 
 
Paradigm Shifts Take Time 
It has been a major challenge for the leaders of DMC to recognize significant 
change takes time as well as constant attention. Intentional cultural shift takes permeating 
patience, deliberate pursuit, and persistent prayer. In other words, the transient nature of 
learning and moving can intensify the need to grow what Palmer calls the development of 
“wholesight.”98 Wholesight is the product of an education that values more than 
epistemological control over the universe, but rather instigates knowledge to promote 
functioning, loving human beings. Palmer writes, “In such knowing we know and are 
known as members of one community, and our knowing becomes a way of reweaving 
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that community’s bonds. . . . Spiritually, Christians believe the well-spring of knowledge 
is love.”99 To grow in love, of course, is a lifelong pursuit.  
Many people in DMC expected a quick fix. Once a learning environment with the 
Guiding Team had been created, and the team had met, conducted interviews, provided a 
report, and delivered the report to the congregation, the expectation from the 
congregation was that the leaders (through my work with them) would tell the 
congregation how to “fix the problem.” This demonstrates clearly that, as Roxburgh 
explains, “people are formed in systems. They are not isolated individuals who come 
together once in a while to do things together. Therefore, the cultivation of God’s future 
among God’s people requires the ability to shape a missional environment within a 
congregation.”100 Roxburgh conveys that this cultural shift process can take five or six 
years to demonstrate lasting change. Eight months to some leaders at DMC seemed a 
long time, and led to some saying after eighteen months, “Face it, this is has not worked.” 
These realities express difficult cultural conditions, but affirm that slow growth 
ultimately brings change.  
 
Leading at the Death of Modernism 
David Fitch, in his book, The Great Giveaway: Reclaiming the Mission of the 
Church, contends, “Evangelicalism by virtue of its marriage to modernity has not only 
failed to engage the current cultural shifts of postmodernity, it has indeed structured our 
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churches out of meaningful existence.”101 Fitch contends that due to the authority of the 
individual in the modern world, and the associated rise of the scientific method, the body 
of Christ as a meaning-giving association where healing and wholeness take place is 
obsolete. Churches are left to exhibit and distribute information and to offer service 
projects. Fitch continues, “So the church becomes a sideshow as to what God is doing in 
and through individuals, because of our modernism we no longer have a need for the 
church to be the social manifestation of his lordship where he reigns over the powers of 
sin, evil, death . . . the very in-breaking of the kingdom.”102  
As demonstrated above, modernist individualism continues to define realities 
within DMC. All the while, an almost subliminal fear of postmodernism exists. I have 
listened to statements such as: “The world is just different—there is no truth anymore”; 
“I’m honestly not concerned about hassling my children to come to church; it just doesn’t 
seem worth it, there’s nothing relevant to them”; and “It’s just the way of the world now, 
isn't it? There’s nothing we can really do about it.”103  
One leadership response that meets these objections is discussion of common 
misconceptions surrounding postmodernism. Further action-reflection at DMC would 
likely lead to such conversation if it continues. James Smith, author of Who’s Afraid of 
Postmodernism, confronts these misconceptions. He affirms, “The transition [into a 
postmodern world] calls into question almost all our previously held sureties and rattles a 	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faith that has been too easily equated with such Cartesian ‘certainties’ sometimes issuing 
in a kind of vertigo.”104 It is the job of the leader in such circumstances to acknowledge 
the genuine anxiety present. 
Smith goes on to rebuff three central philosophical underpinnings of 
postmodernism: the works of Jacques Derrida, Jean-François Lyotard, and Michel 
Foucault.105 First, he deals with the deconstruction of Derrida, offering that “when 
Derrida says there is nothing outside the text he means there is no reality that is not 
always already interpreted through the mediating lens of language.”106 As human beings 
we constantly interpret. We provide meaning to our experiences through creating 
language to give them form. What the Christian Church can do is embrace interpretation 
through revelation and the Holy Spirit. In Scripture, “the very fact that both the centurion 
and the chief priests are confronted by the same phenomena and yet see something very 
different seems to demonstrate Derrida’s point: the very experience of the things 
themselves is a matter of interpretation.”107 Ultimately, Smith continues, “To say that 
there is nothing outside the text, then, is to emphasize that there is not a single square 
inch of our experience in the world that should not be governed by the revelation of God 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
104 James Smith, Who’s Afraid of Postmodernism (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker, 2006), 16. 
 
105 The primary texts Smith refers to in his writing are: Jacques Derrida, Of Grammatology, 
trans. G. Spivak (Baltimore: John Hopkins University Press, 1976); Jacques Derrida, Margins of 
Philosophy, trans. Alan Bass (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1982); Jean-Francois Lyotard, 
The Postmodern Condition: A Report on Knowledge, trans. G. Bennington and B. Massumi 
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1979); Michel Foucault, The Birth of the Clinic: An 
Archeology of Medical Perception, trans. Alan Sheridan (New York: Vintage, 1973); and Michel 
Foucault, Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison, trans. Alan Sheridan (New York: Vintage, 
1977).  
 
106 Smith, Who’s Afraid of Postmodernism, 39. The chapter on the deconstruction of Derrida is 
found in pages 31-58. 
 
107 Ibid., 49. 
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in the Scriptures. . . . There is no aspect of creation to which God’s revelation does not 
speak.”108 This should call the Church to recapture the power of revealed interpretation, 
and in so doing recognise the presence and activity of the Spirit in God’s world.  
Smith uses similar treatment in the metanarratives of Lyotard, another central 
philosophical foundation of postmodernism. He sees in Lyotard’s “incredulity toward 
metanarratives” the chance to dwell in the midst of the “grande reçits” of Scripture. 
Claiming that Lyotard was being descriptive as opposed to prescriptive concerning the 
death of metanarratives, Smith describes the death of a scientific worldview as the end of 
modernism. Smith offers the Christian Church the chance to stand in the gap, prompting 
that “if ever there was a big story it is the grand narrative offered in Scripture, spinning a 
tale from before creation until the consummation of time (and beyond).”109 As with 
Derrida, “Christians should find in Lyotard not an enemy but an ally.”110  
Using the same rhetoric, Smith uses Foucault, a third philosophical basis for 
postmodernism. He identifies Foucault’s oft-quoted “power is knowledge” as an 
invitation to realise the cultural power of formation and discipline necessary “to enact 
counterreformation by counter disciplines.”111 The Church is invited to hold its founding 
narrative against the narratives that claim to found whatever postmodernism may become, 
such as late-modern or market-driven capitalism. Smith suggests we learn from Foucault 
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just how pervasive “disciplinary formation is within our culture.”112 Examples of this 
would include MTV, Facebook, and Hollywood. Subsequently, we need to recognise 
“that the telos . . . at which these disciplines aim is fundamentally inconsistent with (and 
even competing with) the message of the gospel.”113 In such circumstances, the Church 
needs to “enact counter-measures, counter-disciplines that will form us into the kinds of 
people that God calls us to be. Too often we imagine that the goal of Christian 
discipleship is to train us to think the right way, to believe the right things. But the 
ultimate goal of sanctification and discipleship is to shape us into a certain kind of 
person: one who is like Jesus . . . loving God and neighbour.”114 
These challenges arise from places deemed philosophically objectionable to 
postmodernism—Derrida, Foucault, and Lyotard. Yet, by considering each one, Smith 
provides a way for Christian leaders to fully engage the realities of the world as it is, and 
to find the Spirit of God hiding in the middle of it. Finally, however, leading at the death 
of modernism provides another significant challenge. 
 
Partnerships to Rebuff Modern Individualism 
The notion of leadership as shared responsibility—and the realization that 
leadership does not happen in a vacuum, but rather only in community with others—is a 
powerful antidote to the all-pervasive individualism of modernity. Issues such as self-
worth, competency, and the fear of failure fill clergy conferences. They are recognizable 
in my home Connexion. All of these notions have crippling modern individualism at their 	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centre. At DMC, they are evidenced in the struggle to keep action-reflection alive in a 
cultural transformation project which was begun, ended, and then continued through its 
own momentum, and which led (with a gentle push) to an ecclesial experiment.  
These leadership issues flow from a struggle to establish the distinctive self. In 
church leadership, this is normally established by being the command, either the 
competent head of the operation at the top or the hub around which everything else must 
function. It is a defining cultural default in our churches and, as previously explained, can 
clearly be seen in DMC. For example, even if another leader or member of the 
congregation does not share an opinion with the minister, the minister will still be the 
minister, and by virtue of position will almost always have the final say. Thus, the 
pressures of leadership are heightened.  
In all of this, there is no recognition of the cultural giveaway to modernism or the 
realization that building true community through genuine experience deepens ecclesial 
community and sends a church to dwell amongst its neighbours. But community has 
always been the continuing narrative of the people of God. Lohfink writes, “It began with 
a chosen community, chosen to demonstrate God’s choosing of the world. It continued 
through Jesus’ intention of forming a reconciled society out of the fractured and diseased 
people of God, [which] was continued in the Pauline mission communities in the 
togetherness of Jew and Gentile, slave and free, man and woman.”115 This “togetherness” 
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is the real hub of Christian community—it realizes the nature of the Trinity in concrete 
ways and pulls humanity toward each other.116 Lohfink adds,  
The real danger comes from the fact that we are no longer even aware that we fall 
short of what community and the people of God are, according to the New 
Testament, supposed to be. We take for granted our huge, anonymous parishes, 
well administered but largely without communication, and perhaps even assume 
that this is God’s will. We no longer even notice how little elementary 
requirements of New Testament community life, [such as “live in harmony with 
one another,” “build one another up,” “confess your sins to one another”] can 
occur at all in this type of parish.117  
 
Moving toward one another in multiple ways allows us to rediscover God in the 
space between us. Peter Senge, author of The Fifth Discipline, invites leaders to take this 
journey through seeing in wholes, through seeing interrelationships and connections 
rather than things, and through seeing patterns of dynamic relationships rather than 
snapshots.118 Senge writes, “Systems thinking is a sensibility—for the subtle 
interconnectedness that gives living systems their unique character.”119 The leadership of 
DMC would benefit from stretching beyond tribal, linear, authority-bound interpersonal 
frameworks and recognizing the networked systems that can provide wider and deeper 
influence and meaning.  
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Fundamental to leading in this new space is comprehending the intense grip of 
western consumer-based capitalism on the people to whom and with whom we are 
ministering. Block and McKnight explain, 
Simply put, the price we pay for living in a consumer world, for becoming 
consumers rather than citizens, is living a dissatisfied life. An incomplete life. A 
life where the harder we try, the more hollow it becomes. Individuals become 
useless, families lose their function, neighbourhoods lose their competence. We 
are then left to purchase what we might have chosen to produce. The fallacy of 
the consumer model is the notion that what we are seeking is in fact obtainable in 
the marketplace. . . . Community has a job to do, and that is to create conditions 
where individuals and families can perform certain functions. These functions are 
to educate a child, sustain a healthy body, have a safe street, participate in a local 
economy, care for the land, be smart in its relationship to food and welcome those 
on the margin.120  
 
Block and McKnight offer ways for me as a leader to live in an abundant community 
where what we have is enough, where the capacity to provide what is needed in the face 
of the human condition is developed, where we organize our world in a context of 
cooperation and satisfaction, where we are responsible for each other, and where we live 
with the reality of the human condition—building provision into community.121 To 
achieve this is not rocket science—the keys are to focus on the gifts present within a 
community, nurture associational life, and offer hospitality.122  
This is the real antidote to individualism. Block and McKnight explain, “A 
competent community is the place where I can be myself by sharing my unique gifts and 
revealing my unique sorrows. It is where one fully emerges as one of a kind, which some 
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call individuation.”123 True individualism is how one is truly oneself, only through the 
presence of others. This is as a Kingdom life, and vulnerability is needed to lead within a 
fully shared existence—where partnerships and associations provide progress; where 
strangers are welcomed; and where, as Roxburgh writes, “the truth about the people in 
our neighbourhood, community, and culture is experienced in relationships around the 
table.”124 
 
Conclusion and Recommendation 
Writing from a South American sociological standpoint, Paulo Freire crosses 
boundaries by speaking into the late modernism of Dublin: “In alienated societies, men 
oscillate between ingenious optimism and hopelessness. Incapable of autonomous 
projects they seek to transplant from other cultures solutions to their problems. But since 
theses borrowed solutions are neither generated by a critical analysis of the context itself, 
nor adequately adapted to the context, they prove inoperative and unfruitful.”125 DMC 
over the last decade has witnessed several strategies for renewal. Two ministers have 
both imprinted their own styles of leadership, bringing preferred “fixes.” Contrary to this, 
Freire writes, “The important thing is to help men help themselves, to place them in 
consciously critical confrontation with their problems, to make them the agents of their 
own recuperation. . . . Responsibility cannot be acquired intellectually, but only through 
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experience.”126 The “open areas” where real change has a chance of being fostered are 
dialogue, responsibility, and participation in common life—these are things which cannot 
be legislated. Freire concludes that three things are fundamental in educating people 
toward a critical consciousness that provides opportunities for paradigm shift: predispose 
people to re-evaluate constantly, constantly analyse, and adopt scientific methods 
alongside helpful processes.  
Upon reflection on DMC’s journey in this small experiment, it is clear that critical 
consciousness is arising. Critical consciousness has almost subversively entered into the 
life of the congregation through the missional change model—a paradigm they thought 
had failed and was finished. It is important that the church, through further dialogue, 
recognises real learning has taken place. Further action-reflection should be encouraged 
on further small experiments, with the expectation being these will provide further 
action-learning and push the congregation further into the question, “What is the Spirit of 
God up to in our neighbourhood that we can participate in?”  
My role in this is to offer myself to the incoming minister as an advocate for the 
transformational change that can lead to a new imagination, starting where he is. Hence, 
my primary role, particularly at first, is listening. In the event that the incoming minister 
takes the church backwards rather than forwards in the process, it will be important to 
remember that the church is not in the same place that it was in when we began, but new 
learning and experience has taken root in those who engaged in the experiments. This is 
the very nature of action-reflection. 
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CONCLUSION 
 
It is a slow and laborious process to lead established churches through cultural 
shift. In this thesis one can follow how the journey toward diffusions of innovation within 
DMC intersected and connected with my own journey of leadership desire—a desire to 
listen more deeply to God, to people, and to myself. Through the processes outlined in 
the missional change model, one can follow the narratives that have begun to plant seeds 
of transformation in DMC. And more perceptibly, one can see how these seeds, once 
planted, have continued to grow and mobilize into small experiments which, should they 
continue to be reflected upon, will bring about greater awareness and understanding of 
missional ecclesiology. The fragility of the process can also be seen, where the critical 
nature of action-reflection can be side-lined. One can finally recognise the growth of 
critically conscious, locally embedded theologies that, given space, can cultivate further 
diffusions of innovation and, should the desire be there amongst the leadership of the 
church, keep action-reflection alive.  
An enlightening recognition in the processes is that this very sentence is written 
today—tomorrow I may write something different. The deeply cyclical nature of proper 
action-reflection has become embedded deep within me to the extent that I can already 
see learning beyond what is written in these pages. Some of the data offered and 
questions posed were acted and reflected upon almost one year prior to the time of 
writing. I can already see how my reflection would be nurtured differently were the data 
to be available for the first time today. Much as the cultural shift in DMC has been 
budding, almost subversively, in deep places, and much as I wish to be able to discover 
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ways to tend well to those budding realities, it is also the same for the shift within me. I 
fully expect this cycle this to continue. This is why I remain committed to cultural 
awareness and transformation within DMC and the wider Methodist Church, where I will 
continue to till the ground for cultural shift, recognizing that the completion of this thesis 
is, in a very real sense, only a beginning. 
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APPENDIX 
 
LEARNING FROM HANGING OUT IN THE NEIGHBORHOOD1 
 
 
The Neighborhood 
 
The Walk 
As I outline my main observations, I will attempt to “walk the area,” in a manner inspired 
by Sennet.2 Walking from the grandiose setting of Trinity College, one leaves the classic 
grey 18th century limestone and passes under the Great Arch onto the busiest 
thoroughfare on the south side of the city. Progress five hundred meters past high-end 
consumer shopping, inter-laced with old established banks, a plethora of fast-food 
options hailing from both east and west of the globe, and you pass Grafton street on your 
left—until recently one of the top ten highest-rent-per-square-foot streets in the world.3 
The Street performers, “where old ghosts meet”4 provide a rhythm and color to the pathos 
of the Southside. Whirling to the right and wondering toward Aungier Street, you have 
the option to pass through slender tall Georgian alleyways that bring you out in spaces 
markedly different from the streets you just abandoned. Poser shopping and extortionate 
rent are now at your back: a cigar shop, old man pubs and market stalls open up before 
you. This is the outskirts of where the YMCA is situated. Dublin’s most famous and best 
attended gay clubs consume the bottom end of the avenue, with a large pink dragon 
breaking out of a wall above a bar entrance straight ahead. Staying left, and walking 
toward the door of the ‘Y’ you pass more pubs, clubs and cafes, segregated by rental 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1 Taken from Julian Hamilton, Year 3 Final Paper: Missional Contexts & Local Churches (Fuller 
Seminary, CA, 2013). 
 
2 Sennett, The Conscience of the Eye, 123-132. On these pages Sennett gives an almost poetic 
account of an afternoon walk through the neighbourhood he is living in—his take on the processes of 
observation inspired me to consider the “eyes” through which I looked at Aungier street.  
 
3 FinFacts Team, "World's Most Expensive Streets 2010: Dublin's Grafton Street Slips to 13th 
Place; New York’s Fifth Avenue Retains Lead," http://www.finfacts.ie/irishfinancenews/article_ 
1020621.shtml (accessed 23rd November 2012). 
 
4 Patrick Cavanaugh, "On Raglan Road" (Dublin: The Irish Press, 1945).  
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housing shops, launderettes, a market alley, second–hand clothes shops and a computer-
fix stores. Each retail space is the bottom story of at least three other stories, with 
redbrick low-income or student accommodation over-hanging the lively precinct.  
 
To me, the feel is one of nervousness. People do not talk to each other on the street. Big 
issue magazine sellers are limited to the Roma population with Dublin’s homeless 
multitude choosing to ignore the Aungier area. However, even in the midst of recession, 
new café’s are opening up. One night club manager told me, “Everyone is pretty much 
f****d. But there are still new restaurants opening here. I don’t understand how – and 
no-one can get any money from the banks – but three or four new places opened up here 
in the last few months.”5 Another café owner told me he situated himself in this area 
because it is, “The only area outside the main city center where you have this life and 
these bars.” He loves what he calls the ‘depth’ of the area—evening dwellers, lunchtime 
young professionals, and the immigrant community—all combining to give a 
cosmopolitan character to life on Aungier Street. Hence there is a dialectic tension 
between the harsh realities of life and the ability to keep plodding on in an Irish way. R.F. 
Foster writes that at the end of the 19th Century, “Ireland’s special idealism would show 
the rest of the world the way.”6 This sense of rising above reality to hold out a romantic 
dream still haunts Aungier Street. People are poorer, shops have closed, the homeless 
population in Dublin has grown by more than one third within a year,7 and listening to 
voices of the people in the Aungier Street area, they will talk about neighbors who have 
gone, sons and daughters who have moved to another part of the Ireland or emigrated—
mainly to the United Kingdom. But a stubborn hardiness remains. The ‘new Irish’ 
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generous with his earnings, and was able to at least entertain the notion that one day we may be able to 
open a social-enterprise effort together on the street.  
 
6 Foster, The Irish Story, 18 
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seemingly fitting right into with the hardiness that comes from those who have lived in 
the south inner city for generations. 
 
My intrigue as to the tension between pessimism and new signals of growth has led me to 
intentionally become a regular in a couple of specific café on the street. One in particular 
I found especially intriguing. The décor exhibits a wide marketing ploy—i.e., charm 
everyone who comes through the door with something to capture his or her imagination.  
The back wall of the L-shaped room has wallpaper created to look like a padded cell. The 
front third of the space is made to look like a brick alley. Lavish iron lights point toward 
a chandelier arrangement in the middle of the room – while a mix of comfy sofa chairs 
and high chairs meet the low brightly colored tables. Clean, multi-visual, bright and 
energetic, nothing about the space seems ordinary. And nothing appears to have the 
desire to match anything else. The result? An eclectic mix of comfort and stimulation, 
exhibiting ‘something new’ to an ever-drifting clientele.  When I asked Orlaigh, the 
owner, where she had gained the inspiration to create such an unusual space for a café, 
she replied simply, “My travels.’ It turns out that she discovered a passion for food and a 
passion for adventure when she left this land in her early twenties. She returned to Ireland 
after five years of traveling with nothing but ideas and an appetite to be successful.  She 
is making it work so far, but as I have heard time and time again, “Times are hard.” 
Orlaigh does not know if she will still be on Aungier Street in six months, but she is 
determined to try. She has brought the width of the world to Dublin – not only in décor, 
but also in her Asian-inspired bagel fillings, her African inspired pitta breads and her 
Mexican spiced cakes.  It is no wonder her logo is bright and edgy, different to any other 
logo on the street. Her fusion of foods and style speak a microcosm to the macrocosm of 
Aungier Street. Survival in this area is not mono-syllabic, but is a raconteur blending of 
old Irish charm with new world language, music, food, experience and a determination to 
do what it takes to exist.  
 
To walk out of the doors of the YMCA and stroll the immediate block provides a 
different view of Aungier Street. If the bottom of Aungier is as highlighted above, the top 
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of the street is home to a university campus, social housing complexes, and one of 
Dublin’s oldest and finest music venues.8  
 
Walking these streets is a different experience. Crossing the road in front of the YMCA 
and walking down the side street opposite will eventually take you to St. Stephens 
Green—a mecca of tourist shopping, walking and sight-seeing. The half-mile you walk to 
get there contains the clues as to the other faces of the south inner city. Social housing 
apartments are hidden behind the shop fronts that surround them on all sides. My first 
impressions were of chicken coups that act as lodgings but little else. All similar in 
stature but, as one student pointed out, “They all have different doors—is that because 
they are striving to be an individual in the midst of conformity in these homes—or 
because there is violence that means the doors get damaged often and need to be 
replaced?” As yet we don’t have an answer to that observation, although clues have 
emerged. 
 
Continuing to walk around the block of social housing mixed with public bars9 you will 
uncover an unexpected centre of energy. Two years ago the local council built an astro-
turf soccer pitch behind a derelict pub. The pitch provides opportunities for training and 
playing soccer, which has had positive and negative effects on the immediate community. 
Positively, older sportsmen have been able to provide an arena for young people (all male, 
I have never once witnessed a female in attendance) where they gain skill, experience, 
and an ability to harness aggression into competitive sports. Negatively, the issue of 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
8 “Whelans” is an old style music venue that has seen the best of local and international talent 
perform there over many decades. Jeff Buckley, Arctic Monkeys, Damien Rice, Nick Cave, The Frames, 
David Kitt, Paddy Casey, Josh Ritter, Lisa Hannigan, Christy Moore, Kate Nash, Republic of Loose, Ryan 
Sheridan, and Noah and the Whale have all performed there. 
 
9 I was personally delighted to discover that one of the many bars in the small area was owned and 
run by an ex-Ireland international rugby player and British & Irish Lion … thus far I am not convinced that 
he (Sean Lynch) relishes the attention this status gives him in the eyes of rugby fans such as myself. He 
shows the signs of running a business in Dublin during a recession—again the tension exists between 
entrepreneurism bringing new food and wine to the area, and those who have existed for decades providing 
sustenance to familiar faces and loyal advocates.  
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young males gathering in a side street has led to a centralizing a location for anti-social 
behaviour. Local police and local community activists have observed drug and alcohol 
abuse increasing around the area where the pitch is located.  
 
The nature of the social housing has left me cold when I have walked around it. It seems 
unkind and dry. These are not apartment complexes where people know their neighbours. 
Part of my sadness has been that so few people will engage outside their doors with 
anything out of the usual routine. It may be mistrust of a perceived authority figure, or a 
sense of danger in the unknown when a new face is in the area, but people are hard to 
engage in social conversation for any length of time, unless you have a specific reason to 
involve yourself with them. Immigrant families to Dublin are the main occupiers of the 
apartments – often with the female in the home being the one who will travel to work 
leaving the male of the household unemployed and claiming benefit.  
 
To keep walking past the YMCA building and observe where the back of their property 
alights to the public roads is to see another sea change of geography in a small area. 
Students enter a Dublin Institute of Technology (DIT) campus, which acts like a tardis—
it looks small and insignificant on the outside, but enter through the doors and a hidden 
city-centre campus opens up in front of you. With every perceived student need being 
met,10 any student can get off a bus, walk through the door onto campus, spend all day 
therein, walk back through the door, get on a bus, and have no engagement whatsoever 
with the surrounding area. Protection, privacy and shelter from the outside world seem 
paramount.  
 
More social housing complexes rise meters from the door of DIT. Any engagement I 
have had with people in these apartments has been polite and civilised, and I believe them 
to be people who consider themselves true Dublin-folk still living in the city. Here, there 
is a love for the area, an appreciation of the difficulties of life and a pride in the locality. 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
10 Not only are their classrooms and lecture halls in this inner city campus, but shops provide basic 
needs, entertainment venues occupy space, and banking options for students are right at hand.  
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Continue past these apartments and another block of apartments rise—these residences 
rise to overlook the back of YMCA building, and are altogether different from every 
other housing arrangement on the block. These are the young professionals who want to 
live in the city and have bought (or more likely rented) into a gated community. There is 
no access to this complex except via security desk or remote control garage opener. One 
student observed to me that all the complexes are gated, “This one is gated on the outside, 
but the other apartments across the road are just as cut off from everything else around 
here.”  
 
The question of what is missing in the area is also a fascinating one – and one that came 
to me very late in the process of dwelling in the neighbourhood11. I was aware that three 
years ago an expression of the Vineyard church began to use the premises of the YMCA 
to meet on a Sunday. This church has used the ‘Y’ simply as a space to meet while it 
determines to find permanent accommodation somewhere else. It does not engage at all 
in the local community, or even the community of the YMCA. I was also aware a 
Carmelite Community, church and centre,12 operated just one hundred yards from each 
other. But other than these two expressions of faith, nothing religious exists within the 
boundaries of the walking tour I have outlined above. This is surprising for Dublin, where 
the Roman Catholic Church in particular has an overabundance13 of parishes and 
buildings. My own church, Dublin Central Mission, actually began life in premises on 
Aungier Street in 189314 but has since moved location twice in the city centre—mainly 
due to the ravages of war and damage to buildings. My observations and conversations 
have not determined why other churches have vacated this small area of the inner city, 
but what is more noticeable is the positive connection that has grown between the YMCA 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
11 This task was missing from most of my earlier observations in the Aungier Street area, but was 
hastily added after reading Anderson, Vanhoozer, and Sleasman, Everyday Theology, 51-54, which made it 
clear that what was missing in an area said as much about local theology as what was present. 
 
12 At this location, parts of the remains of St. Valentine are carefully kept and looked after. 
 
13 The archdiocese of Dublin alone has over 200 parishes within its boundaries.  
 
14 Cooney, The Methodists in Ireland, 90-93. 
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and the Catholic Carmelite Centre. Over the last three years these two organizations have 
established positive working relationships. Constructive communication has now led to a 
full sharing of resource in youth work. I.e., all the youth programmes of the YMCA are 
carried out in full conjunction with the Carmelite Centre. Relationships between the staff 
have matured, and it is noticeable that these two agencies of social enterprise and 
compassion are recognizing that the only way to achieve a greater impact for the area is 
through as joint an approach as possible. Together these two agencies have created a very 
successful Care After Prison (CAP) initiative. This project, more than any other that I 
have witnessed in the neighbourhood, gave me an insight into the lives being lived by the 
staff in the YMCA (several of whom have become friends over the course of the last six 
months). This initiative is a support program for (mainly) young men upon leaving prison. 
It has been discerned that the recidivism rates in Dublin, especially inner city south 
Dublin, pointed toward a failing system of judicial incarceration. The YMCA and 
Carmelites, in conjunction with government experimental funding have created a 
program to give exiting prisoners a caseworker and accommodation in the YMCA 
homeless hostel.15 In the first twelve months of the initiative, the rate for re-offending 
amongst those who stayed more than one night in the hostel at the YMCA has seen 100% 
improvement rate. I.e., to date, not one prisoner who has stayed more than one night has 
re-offended. Having people on their side, wanting to help, has created a significant 
improvement to life in the area. I was heartened to get to know the people running this 
program, and to hear the government minister in charge of the justice system give a 
public endorsement of the findings of the program after one year,16 endorsing the role of 
local partnerships in rehabilitation and social improvement.  
 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
15 One the most fundamental level, this scenario helps exiting prisoners who upon leaving prison 
have no-where to go to, and no-one to talk to on their first night of freedom. Many would quickly become 
street sleepers, or move immediately form hostel to hostel—where drug and alcohol abuse (a very high 
percentage cause for what may have landed them in prison) are high.  
 
16 I attended a public event that was the launch of the PAC report during which the Minister spoke 
in a meaningful way regarding what the YMCA and Carmelites had discovered in the course of running out 
this initiative.  
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While attending to this program and aiming to understand it, and those involved with it, I 
was particularly affected by discovering that one of the key youth workers on the 
initiative is in fact on parole from prison at this time. On a day I met him he was due to 
go back to prison two nights a week, and on this particular day, while due back in prison 
within two hours, his wife was likely to go into labour at any moment. That evening, 
perhaps more than any other over the last six months, I was struck with the realities of 
life in this area for many people.  
 
Walking the streets, drinking in the cafes and bars, volunteering in the YMCA, 
attempting to strike conversations that develop my understanding of people’s lives in the 
area—these are all good and worthy; but being faced with an individual living under 
these circumstances demands that my understanding goes beyond superficiality. I suspect, 
that it demands I move from sympathy and compassion, to solidarity.   
 
This incredible mix of chicken-coup housing that plays an external game of self-identity; 
the transient nature of the students crossing the roads but not spending money or time in 
the locale; the desire for safety and protection evidenced in all forms of housing; the anti-
social behaviour of the children and young teens; the influx of Dublin’s middle classes in 
the evenings to the clubs and music venues; the difficulty of life for people I was having 
normal conversation with; the depth of need for partnerships of all kinds; and the social 
enterprise and compassion of Dublin’s YMCA and Carmelite Centre ‘holding hands’ in 
the middle of it all, makes the area a joy to encounter.  These realities build within me a 
strong desire to be actively involved in doing something useful for the area. Something 
more than positive social action. Something, which enables a depth of relationship that 
“… calls forth the personal,”17 and succours the important question, “What is God up to 
here?” 
 
 
 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
17 Roxburgh, Missional, 148. 
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The Reflection 
Five features of life in Aungier Street stand out to me, as I strive to look upon this area 
and those present, with different eyes.  
 
a. God is in the partnerships 
In one sense McKnight and Block would argue that because the YMCA and Carmelite 
associations professionalize care18, their value in community transformation is limited. 
My experience, (although agreeing with McKnight and Block that, “The job of building 
community is to take the problems out of the closet and open up the gifts,”19) however, is 
that a very real compassion exists amongst the staff I have got to know, both paid and 
voluntary. Many of them live in the apartments described above—evidence that the social 
enterprise schemes running through the YMCA are working.  
 
Where McKnight and Block would full heartedly agree with my experience is in 
recognizing the benefits of ‘playing the tunes together and finding harmony.’20 They 
liken a community of abundance to a jazz orchestra that is able to invite participation, 
offer gifting and ability, and promote a way of being together. They go on to write of a 
symphony Orchestra really being more akin to the order and rules of institution, of which 
I am no particular fan. Guerrero however rescues my love of symphony by pointing out 
that when Christ tells his disciples, “… if two of you on earth agree about anything they 
ask for, it will be done for them by my Father in heaven. (Matthew 18:19), the word 
sumphoneo is used for ‘agree’ and is in fact where we get our word symphony from. This 
use of symphony, to suggest the beauty of harmonious sound and life, is what I have 
experienced in the ‘faith-based’21 partnerships I have encountered as I have dwelt in the 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
18 Block and McKnight, The Abundant Community, 55-57. 
 
19 Ibid., 55. 
 
20 Ibid., 81-82. 
 
21 I use the words ‘faith-based’ above in the widest sense. The Carmelite Centre has a volunteer 
base that is very much cultural Catholic, and would be recognized as such by the neighbourhood. The 
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neighbourhood. The coming together of unusual associates for the good of the 
community leaves me no choice but to see the Spirit of God active in the work.  
 
At Christmas I volunteered to sell Christmas trees for the YMCA on Aungier Street. 
Some of the other volunteers who were selling had come directly from the housing 
projects of the YMCA. They were one hundred per cent dedicated to what they were 
doing - completely hands on, practical task focused, nothing was too difficult to do in 
order to help sell. These ‘rough city lads’ were physically strong (carrying trees), taking a 
pride in the work. And they welcomed me like a brother. In fact, the most noticeable 
thing of all to me was that they all remembered my name. I couldn’t remember all of their 
names, and I was put to shame in recognizing that they had concentrated on me being 
present more than I had concentrated on being present to them. On that same day I 
witnessed staff workers being completely committed to what they are doing. They 
exhibited a deep love for the ‘Y’ and were authentic in knowing the challenges they have 
to tackle in the recession. What struck me in particular was that nothing was too much 
bother with the project in hand - the customer was always right, politeness and deferring 
were the natural stances. This was a task focused, staff and volunteer opportunity that 
worked for the good of the whole—it brought folks together, provided resource and 
widened the networks and appreciation of what was happening in this one small part of 
the neighborhood. And helping it, helped move my involvement the eighteen inches from 
head to heart. 
 
 
 
 
 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
YMCA despite being an organization rooted in the Christian Gospel has lost something of this recognition 
amongst the local community. Not everyone who engages the YMCA would be able to acknowledge what 
it stands for, and not everyone who knows the word ‘Christian’ appears in it would be able to recognize 
why the word is there. The senior staff in particular are keen to redress this balance, and are currently on a 
development plan for their ‘Christian Ethos’ which they hope will enable them to recapture something of 
their Christian Social Action heritage. 	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b. God is opening eyes to theological reflection 
During one ‘gathering’22 with myself, students and members of YMCA, there was a 
particularly poignant discussion after dwelling in Luke 10. One older member of the 
group was struck by, ‘the harvest is plentiful—but the workers are few.’ His next 
comment was very straight forward, “That’s not my experience.” A meaningful 
discussion ensued as to the nature of faith, the place of brokenness on our streets, and the 
hope of the Gospel, even when not seen. We decided at that gathering, that whatever 
these discussions led to, we wanted to be people who saw clearly, and who lived in 
hope—believing that the presence of God was indeed a reality in our area. It was this 
discussion that prompted us to talk about what was lying ‘under’ our observations. 
Informative in this context were Salzman,23 Van Hoozer,24 Lau Branson,25 and 
Roxburgh.26 This challenge led our group to look with different eyes. Whereas in 
September I had treated the neighborhood as an objective research assignment, a subtle 
shift to subjectivity took place. By Christmas, I was internalizing the narrative, and I was 
internal to the narrative. Not only has this required a different kind of neighborhood 
reflection, it has required a different kind of self-reflection. No longer am I a researcher 
observing something else, I now feel part of the something else, and in some small way, 
feel partly responsible for what goes on within it. 
 
God is challenging me (us) as to what the Gospel is 
Three years into this study I would have considered I would be more aligned to what 
‘Gospel’ means and how to deliver it. I am, if honest, less sure, but more thoughtful about 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
22 There has been a wide variation in how these meetings have been facilitated. We have met in 
the ‘Y’, feeling like a church small group. We have met in local cafes and restaurants. We have at times 
simply walked the street together and have been involved in practical action together. To date, six months 
in, no ‘regular’ form of gathering has taken place.  
 
23 See in particular Salzman, Understanding Culture. 
 
24 See in particular Anderson, Vanhoozer, and Sleasman, Everyday Theology. 
 
25 See in particular Branson and Martinez, Churches, Cultures, and Leadership.  
 
26 See in particular his hermeneutic of Luke 10.  
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this question. Newbigin writes, “If the Gospel is to be understood, if it is to be received as 
something which communicates truth about the real human situation, if it is, as we say, to 
‘make sense,’ it has to be communicated in the language of those to whom it is addressed 
and has to be clothed in symbols which are meaningful to them.”27 The ‘real human 
situation’ of Aungier Street is a veritable feast of difference. The symbols of language, 
(by which all things are defined, hence an already eclectic starting point for diversity) 
economic realities, artistic experience, and hope are all highly variable. Our group has 
asked itself on more than one occasion, ‘What is Good news to people who live here?’ 
and to date, I would confess I have not heard an answer that warms my soul in the 
Methodist experiential way. What I see of goodness in the area is the kindness of workers 
and volunteers, a generosity of spirit in those running social enterprise. But the journey of 
recognizing that, “… there is no such thing as pure Gospel,”28 and searching for the deep 
narratives of Aungier Street that connect with the deep narratives of Scripture is a 
difficult one. My hope is that the difficulty makes the discernment more worthwhile. I 
take inspiration from many places in this task not least of all the acknowledgment that, 
“Critical to understanding God’s redemptive purpose is understanding that the 
universality of the Good News is always embedded in particularity. There is no abstract 
gospel. Gospel is always clothed in culture and comes to expression through particular 
people within particular contexts.”29 
 
c. Max Webber’s spider 
That “man is an animal suspended in webs of significance he himself has spun,”30 has 
become a significant metaphor for my dwelling in Aungier Street. My previous contact 
was as an irregular board member, whizzing in and out of the YMCA. Now, I know 
names and faces, people and places. My desire has been to join the dots of connections 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
27 Newbigin, The Gospel in a Pluralist Society, 141. 
 
28 Ibid., 142. 
 
29 Van Gelder, The Ministry of the Missional Church, 90. 
 
30 Max Webber, quoted in Salzman, Understanding Culture, 53. 
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and enable one part of the web to be informed by other parts of it. To this end, when I 
was elected Chairman of the Board in early September, the first, and only change, I made 
to the board meetings was that we begin with a Dwelling in the Word exercise. This was 
not the usual experience for a board of business people, lawyers, accountants and a 
clinical psychologist. I used the excuse of ‘my new elevation’ to carry out the exercise 
without consultation, and to my mind the intrigue carried it. Comments after the first 
meeting varied from a hesitant positivity, to full embrace, “We should spend more time 
on that.” The first meeting was the annual budget meeting, and is expected to be a long 
and difficult one. Perhaps the business end of the meeting progressed easier than it had 
done previously, but perhaps that was my positive take? My question to myself afterward 
was a tough one - how much difference did the exercise really make to the meeting? 
Honestly—I don’t know. But I hope that the spider’s web of meanings within the life-
world of Aungier Street has grown connections associated with the compassionate social 
outreach from a Christian perspective that the YMCA board desire to generate. And I 
hope that the connectors will multiply between the members of the board, and people 
who bring their children to the crèche; and the gym-users; and the teenagers on the 
education program; and the volunteers who raise money; and the child in the after-school 
homework club; and the ex-addict in the homeless shelter; and the Care After Prison case 
worker.  
 
I desire this for the board of the YMCA because of what Padilla writes regarding 
transformation. “In the community of the Spirit, two principles apply; the principle of 
service, and the principle of teaching by example.”31 I have come to believe, and have 
told the board, that the YMCA as it stands is in fact an ecclesial reality. They are church, 
because they are being church. To date, no one has argued with me. I have challenged 
them, ‘if the instructions of Christ concerning the Kingdom are being made manifest in 
how we do our ‘work’ then we are partnering with God; if the Kingdom is being built, we 
are being church. We are being a community of the Spirit.’ This reality fosters new 
imagination for those present, and harbours innovation regarding how we relate to each 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
31 Yamamori and Padilla, The Local Church, 47. 
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other and to the people we gather to serve. Our principle of service is well in place (no 
one is on the board without being a volunteer willing to serve), yet the principle of 
‘teaching by example’ is missing.  A key challenge is therefore, “We cannot separate 
people from the social systems in which they live,”32 so we must as a board consider 
ways to subvert the system and create meaningful relationships. 
 
The way to fully engage the spider’s web, create new connections of dialogue, meaning, 
and hope, is to embrace what it means to really ‘be church’ and live incarnationally in the 
midst of the systems of people’s lives. Be the example. Live as if other people are as 
central to your existence as you are.  
 
d. People ‘do’ life 
On one occasion while participating in a Dwelling in the Word exercise on Exodus 3 with 
the students who have been hanging in the neighbourhood, one connection between the 
text and the students particularly struck me. One of our number ‘stopped’ in the passage 
at ‘ayah esher ayah.’33 This steered us into a discussion on the difference between ‘being’ 
and ‘doing.’ There was quick recognition that the contact with the YMCA had been on 
the basis of ‘doing.’ Yet the passage was drawing us toward an understanding of a God 
who was ‘Being itself,’—i.e., was there, is here, and will be there.’34 This challenge 
moved me into a deeper recognition that when leading people, how much easier it is to 
end up at the ‘doing’ end of things. E.g., at Christmas, this small group of students and 
myself decided, after dwelling in an Advent passage, it would be appropriate to try and 
show generosity to the people who worked or passed through the building of the YMCA. 
This was in response to knowledge that the ‘Y’ Christmas celebration was on a Friday, 
and during this day prizes would be handed out to young people who achieved through 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
32 Bryant L. Myers, Walking with the Poor: Principles and Practices of Transformational 
Development (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis, 2011), 63. 
 
33 See Exodus 3:14, ‘I am that I am.’  
 
34 This is my own preferred option for how to read the Hebrew in this context, influenced in 
particular by Walter Brueggemann.  
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the youth work programs; parents would come in to the building to see the nativity play; 
teenagers completing their FETAC35 courses were given a ceremony; and volunteers 
were honoured. This was a thoroughly enjoyable and engaging celebration for the local 
community. My students however did not participate in this day, and they decided, after 
dwelling in Advent passages, they wanted to ‘bless the blessers.’ This was significant 
because it recognized that those staff and volunteers celebrating in the ‘Y’ were making a 
positive different to their community—perhaps they were even being salt and light? We 
baked Christmas buns, bought chocolate and on the day after the ‘YMCA’s own 
celebration, we entered the building to give out treats and sing Christmas carols. The 
reception was initially, ‘who are these freaks?’ but moved steadily toward a rich 
appreciative experience.  The children ended up singing for us, the staff were genuinely 
surprised, and we were taken around the entire site so that our presence, and our presents, 
could be enjoyed. This occasion has since been talked about a lot by the students. 
However, when we read and dwelt in Exodus 3, the thought formed that because we had 
received a positive experience in the ‘giving,’ it had tainted how we wanted to progress in 
our creativity. To shift our imagination to how we recognize and partner with God’s 
‘Being’ in Aungier Street, connecting our ‘being’ to God’s is a much bigger challenge. 
Indeed it has led the group to pray for ‘different lens’ to see the neighbourhood with. 
Maybe ‘how’ we see is more important that ‘what’ we see—because, “We can be shaped 
by our ways of seeing the world that are largely out of sight, even while articulating 
another set of beliefs.”36  
 
One way in which this has happened on a positive level for me, has been listening to the 
stories of people for whom if the ‘Y’ hadn’t been there, their lives would look drastically 
different than they do now. These are not famous, life-turns-around-in-an-instant stories; 
they are the normal, everyday stories of people doing life. People like Christy, who says 
that his life has been given meaning through contact with the YMCA. Or homeless 
people like Martin, who could not read or write when he first made contact with the 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
35 Further Education and Training Awards Council 
 
36 Roxburgh, Missional, 61. 
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YMCA, and who when I met him was in a position to be moving out of the homeless 
shelter. He is now volunteering in the youth work of the ‘Y’, having gained the ability to 
read and write. Or people like Sarah, who appeared disinterested in getting on with life, 
but who, after completing a STEP37 course, has connected into the communal ethos that 
the YMCA aims to advance.  
It is not simply the practice of ‘doing’ that has brought about these changes to these lives, 
it is the framework of ‘being’ that exists and breeds a culture of solidarity between staff, 
volunteers and users of the various services. 
 
In all of the above I have striven to recognise, “… praxis is the ensemble of social 
relationships that include and determine the structures of social consciousness.”38 In other 
words, for me to inhabit the world of Aungier Street, and join God in building the 
Kingdom there, is to practically and reasonably, connect the myriad of narratives forming 
the stories of the street with the stories of me, and with the story of God. All the while 
looking for where God is hiding. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
37 Support Training and Enterprise Program  
 
38 Schreiter, Constructing Local Theologies.  
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APPENDIX 2 
OTHER EXPERIMENTS 
 
Aside from the coffee dock, the other experiments that came up initially were the 
plan to clean up the local river walkway, and the idea of two couples to invite neighbours 
in their apartment complexes to dinner in their homes. While the local river clean-up did 
take place, due to illness it has not been possible or appropriate to actively seek reflection 
from the leader. From others I have gathered that an appeal was made for people to “hang 
out” in a local social space (the local river path) where people would be walking their 
dogs. It is my understanding this happened two weekends in a row, and several people 
volunteered to help. Unfortunately this is the extent of the information I have been able to 
gather. 
Regarding the couples with the hope of inviting their neighbours into their 
apartments for a meal or drinks, neither of the two couples has thus far managed to have 
neighbours from their complexes into their apartments, although some progress toward 
this goal has been made. I have spoken with the couples several times, and there are a 
few reasons why this has not yet happened. Initially there was enthusiasm, alongside 
trepidation. One of the women began to engage her neighbours in conversation and found 
it internally challenging—she would walk away from an encounter and feel “like a 
creepy neighbour.”39 However, both couples, although they have not yet invited 
neighbours for dinner/drinks, have attested to talking to their neighbours for the first time. 
One couple reports, “We have learnt their first and last names, where they are from, what 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
39 Interviewee #4, email to author, 17th April 2014. 
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work they do, that they are engaged to be married, how old they are, what they like about 
the area, what they dislike, some of their interests, some of the things they’re going to be 
doing over the summer. There was a really good conversation had both times, which I 
totally feel can now lead to an invite across the threshold of our door.”40  
One couple named the primary blockage issue as lack of time. The other couple 
expressed the blockage as pressure from work. However, one person said, “As there are 
now only six out of the nine apartments [being used] I have assembled an Easter basket—
filled with homemade treats and a voucher for Airfield, as a way of saying hi.”41  
The desire to do something remains strong, but the challenge to love one’s 
neighbours by inviting them to dinner seems a massive effort. Both couples attest to 
remembering names and having positive small talk.42 When asked the question, “Are you 
learning anything about life /church /God / your neighbours through this experience?” 
one couple expressed classic transference. While feeling inadequate and mildly guilty 
about not being able to love their neighbours in their apartment complex, they carried out 
a “40 days of Kindness for Lent.” So, once more, while the designated experiment did not 
take shape, honest and meaningful reflection, followed by some action, has taken place. 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
40 Interviewee #10, 15th April 2014. 
 
41 Interviewee #4, email to author, 18th April 2014. 
 
42 Small talk, of course, according to Joseph R. Myers, is essential in the acquisition of healthy 
connections and communities. The ability to relate to people in varying social spaces creates healthy 
communities and churches. As Myers states, “If you think small talk is not important, try living without it 
for a while.” Joseph R. Myers, The Search to Belong (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2003), 45. 
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